
A CULTURE OF PEACE AND NON-VIOLENCE 
                                                   - the Benedictine way  
 
A new prayer for peace – a new action for peace  
                                        
        The Pax Benedictina is our ideal and heritage.  Throughout history the biblical call to “seek 
peace and pursue it” has fired us Benedictines and given us the role of peace builders in eras 
marked by conflict and confusion. Nowadays, however, the pursuit of peace calls for some 
context analysis. It is to be aware of the “war chain”. In a letter dated October 1998, one of our 
sisters in our Angola mission cites the destruction of the life and culture of the people of Angola 
due to this war chain.  
 
       “Loving greetings from the Missionary Benedictine Sisters here in Kuito Bie and from the 
villages… Kuito was totally ruined in the 1993 civil war between MPLA and UNITA.  Until 
now the buildings and the majority of the houses are in rubbles and few can afford to renovate 
them.  People are inhabiting these places and look for a corner to make themselves feel at home, 
covering the windows with blocks made of mud.  No doors, and partly no roofs!  Classes are 
held under the trees.  Hospitals are overcrowded and there are no medicines for all. Death is a 
daily scene…  So much hunger! Children have no clothes, with bloated stomachs and are 
malnourished.  Land mines are still very much in place in the peripheries.  At present we are 
accommodating 101 children feeding them three times a week and twice a day with some help 
from Caritas…” 
 
The misery and trauma of war can be traced back to our shores where our governments pursue 
military policies to secure themselves. The United States, your big and powerful country, tries to 
justify spending $265 billion a year on defence by saying that it generates employment.  More 
than jobs, what  the defence industry really generates is profit for a select few.  We are so 
entrenched in these structures and policies that we are hardly touched by them.  The first step in 
the search for peace is the awareness of this “war chain” which is forged by our own countries.  
Surely this new awareness calls for a new prayer for peace and a new action for peace. 
 
       I have been reading on data about our endangered earth and human species since engaging in 
context analysis in the 70’s, as you probably have been doing, too.  The facts – they are not new 
to you – always clutch at one’s heart with the enormity of their implications and consequences. 
Here to cite just a few to connect us to this reality: 
 
- Global arms spending is 2400 times higher than expenditure on international peacekeeping… 
- 110 countries still practice torture…Angola has more active landmines than people… 
- The permanent members of the UN Security Council (Russia, USA, France, China and the 

United Kingdom) are the major sellers of weapons to African nations… 
- After the Persian Gulf War with Iraq, the U.S. Air Force chief of staff said “that during the 

43-day Persian Gulf War US planes flew more than 92,000 sorties and dropped 88,500 tons 
of bombs on Iraq and Kuwait. He said the total included 6, 250 tons of precision-guided 
ordnance.”   Since the end of the war the truth has gradually unfolded; the outcome, near 
total devastation.  A relatively defenseless people had lost well over 100,000 soldiers, many 



of them reluctant to fight in the first place. Says J. Payne, an American Dominican, 
“Arrogance on a global scale; high-tech killing of ‘enemies’…” 11 

 
        Indeed, there is a “war chain” – covert and overt – linking east to west and north to south. It 
consists both of active arms production world wide to supply our wars and of those policies 
which make war in times of the absence of war. This “war chain” is forged internationally 
among countries, between rich countries among themselves, between   poor countries among 
themselves, and among rich and poor  nations. It is just all-pervasive. Yet, there is a sense in 
which this “war chain” starts with me as an individual. It can be traced back from the whole of 
humankind to each one of us personally – to our own lifestyles, values and options.  For the root 
of war is in the individual heart – in the “originating sin” in each one of us.  
 
        The Benedictine vision of life is on a collision course with just this reality when it enjoins 
us to reject the “evil zeal” of the heart and reaffirm the “good  zeal” (RB 72). The good zeal of 
St. Benedict is the beginning of a  “peace chain.”  It calls us to build a relationship of reverence 
with each other and with the whole of creation. It issues into life and translates itself into a life-
giving energy for our society. Its inherent dynamism – springing from faith – frees us to trust and 
support each other mutually.  The more we experience the trust and love we have for one 
another, the more there is wholeness of relationships in our community, Church and country. 
This restoration of wholeness in our relationships is the grace we receive from Christ’s 
redeeming death on the cross.  In this light, praying for the grace of healing and reconciliation 
becomes part of the foundation of our Benedictine gift of peace to the world. 
 
        Buoyed  up by prayer, we can bring heart and will to a new action for peace after the 
example of God Himself who in the words of St. Thomas is pure act.  Thus, as Japan’s 
Association of Major Superiors of Women Religious are determined to do, we could: 
 
1. “free ourselves from mindsets that bind us, so that we can see people and situations from a 

different perspective and learn from them 
2. treasure the precious gift of life, our own and others, as a gift from God , and according to 

our community’s charism communicate the value of life to society… 
3. respond to do all these in solidarity with all people who are working for peace with the same 

understanding of peace.” 12 
 

                  Monastic poverty for peace 
 
        A test case for the pursuit of peace among Benedictine women and men is the  visibility of 
their vow of  poverty,  of an unpretentious lifestyle in a culture that is impinged upon by the 
realities of the lives of the poor. Oscar Arias, 1987 Nobel Peace Prize winner from Costa Rica 
says:  “We live in a world where the richest 20 percent of the population is 60 times richer than 
the poorest 20 percent.  This is a world where 400 multimillionaires have more wealth than half 
of the world’s population.  It is an open invitation to conflict.” 13   
 
         Have we not heard to satiety that: 
- Eighteen percent of the people live in countries with a developed technology and market 

economy.  These are the twenty-four richest nations, and their per capita GNP stood at $U.S. 



7, 046 in 1980.  Nine other developed countries, characterised by a       centrally-planned 
economy and containing nine percent of the world’s people, have an average per capita GNP 
of $ 3,091.  The remaining developing countries have seventy percent of the world’s 
population and a per capita GNP of $890 (Population Reference Bureau, 1980).14  

- 40,000 children around the world are dying each day from malnutrition and disease.  Yet, we 
have within our grasp the means to save almost half of the children under five who die daily 
– almost 20,000… 15 

- By the year 2000, more than half of the world’s people will live in cities.  23 “mega cities” 
will have over 10 million people each…  Drought, hunger, poverty, unemployment, civil 
wars, and destruction of the environment are causing people to move to cities… 

 
        Once more Oscar Arias says:  “We need leaders who possess a clear vision, who can take 
on the real challenges that put the peace and security of our planet at risk: poverty, injustice, 
illiteracy, disease, environmental degradation, drugs…  We must all become less selfish, less 
contentious and find within our souls the necessary compassion for the poorest people on the 
planet.”16  This demands a new audacity for the cause of the Gospel of life, a pioneering outreach 
beyond outmoded cliches. It is in fact a new spirituality whose old name is “solidarity with the 
poor.”  More than just compassion, more than just having a heart for the poor, solidarity with 
them translates into action for them and on their behalf.  
 
       If we want to have something prophetic to say to a world in which the rich oppress the poor, 
if not personally, surely structurally, we have to be prepared to share our  resources  with 
communities and missions less well off than we are, who in fact are struggling for survival. They 
are hidden in the bush missions of Angola or Namibia, in the distressed communities of China 
and India, or in the hidden pockets of poverty in the big cities.  Is there a Benedictine way of 
awakening the sense of urgency to respond to this reality?  Is there a Benedictine way of being 
advocates for God’s suffering people, esp. women and street children, the first victims of an era 
of globalisation?  Is there a Benedictine. way of tracking down hidden “poverties” in our big 
cities and letting our Benedictine “wealth” make a difference in the life of the poor? 
 
        Our ora et labora, I think, needs translating into conversion/transformation of the inner self 
and the monastery structure to meet the needs of the apostolate for peace.  The lex orandi is 
really not orandum at all until it becomes a lex vivendi.  The transition from word to flesh is one 
way of looking at reality, the other way around, flesh to word, is another.  Some of our 
communities, our monks and  sisters, are already following the lex vivendi, by the witness of a 
life lived among the poor.  This is a new reality which is really conversion in process.  This has 
to be articulated in words.  So one begins from life, since that is where the Spirit is, in creation, 
in exodus, in Deborah and Miriam, in Judith and Mary and Magdalen, and of course, in each one 
of us.   We remember that God is pure act.  S/he gives life first and then one begins to understand 
what is already there.  The Spirit worked on Mary first, and then only did she sing her 
Magnificat.   
 
        It is always like that with our life and ministry with the poor.  Revelation happens in the 
process of conversion to what is good, life-giving, life-caring and life-promoting, whatever 
incarnates the richness, immense goodness and unutterable beauty of the Spirit.  I’m saying: 



articulation comes only after living the  true, the good and the beautiful – after a lived witness. 
Only then is peace. 
 
        Somehow we have a panoramic view of the life of our sisters and monks throughout the 
world. Let us begin from life, where the Spirit is moving them and then understand, sift, analyse, 
discern life and not form dead words.  I think this is the point Jesus was referring to when he 
said: if you do not believe in my words, believe in the deeds.  Let us try to palpitate with the 
flutter of life among our sisters and monks in the field and our communities will become alive 
and sensitive to the hushed movements of the Spirit, passing softly among us.  Only a praying 
heart is alert to her soft and feather-like presence. Always respecting our freedom she/he does 
not intrude, often just envelops without concealing, like the air we breathe.  Then and only then 
might we be able to discern the growth of peace in our communities and in our world. 
 
I am struck by what E. McDonough says:  “…whatever may be the work of religious in the 
world, it is far less significant than their credibility in the world’s eyes and that this credibility 
will always be threatened until they do what they profess.”17 Consistency!  When people in 
China, India, Bulgaria and Africa see and feel and experience our credibility we will keep going 
and we will get vocations.  There is nothing like life-witness.  They are in fact talking of closing 
shop in France, Belgium, and Holland.  Vocations are up in South America and Asia. 
 
       As Benedictine leaders of peace-building - 
 
1. What do we need to change in our own first-world lifestyle so that others can live? 
2.   How are the poor received / helped in our communities? 
  
        The common life for peace 
 
        Today’s work for peace and non-violence has a Benedictine formula -  conversion to the 
coenobium – the common life.  There has never been a short cut to peace except through selfless 
living.  Call it by any name, there can be no selflessness without some commitment to the old 
reality we called “sacrifice” or “self-denial.” I do not now want to re-establish a martyr-
spirituality, which signals some trace of masochism. Rather, it is to seek the meaning of 
Christian peace in the blueprint of Christ’s kenosis.  Leadership for peace building is committed 
to this. 
 
        A sense of the ethos of self-giving is the first thing caught by the candidate who presents 
herself/himself before our door. I recall the story of one of our Korean candidates who was 
awaited by the community on entrance day.  When the prioress met her at the door, the young 
lady was fully laden with her possessions, one of which was a grand baby piano.  At that moment 
it became clear to the prioress that the young lady would have to know: either she came to 
become a religious and give up the piano or to stay away and keep the piano.  Of course, it was 
not a question of negating the musical gift that she had, but to give objects their proper place in 
common life.  This candidate later became the prioress of her priory and until today serves as the 
organist of the community. 
           



        With the onset of existentialism, humanism and scientific analysis in our modern age, many 
blessings came to us, which liberated us from the magical thinking about religious life, from 
rigid and uniform structures, immature and childish obedience, and inhuman, even unhealthy 
monastic disciplines. We “upgraded” valid human needs and experiences, which had long been 
repressed and sublimated. However, all blessings are mixed and we have to look for the mix. 
While enjoying free choice, personal creativity and self-fulfilment - the outstanding values of the 
present monastic generation -, we have slid into a “soft asceticism”.  
 
        It is a blessing in monastic life that we may now choose our careers – first, second , third -,  
as we feel are in accord with our interests, go on holiday excursions for rejuvenation, form our 
own religious communities along career lines, go after professionalism in our work, and structure 
common prayer as the situation dictates. The mixed blessing is that this freedom, so much 
respected in the Holy Rule, can couple itself with the  sickness of our age – individualism – and 
de-focus us from the Benedictine vision – God, participation in the kenosis of Christ, and option 
for the common life which calls us to common worship and service.  The question is: in shifting 
from certain archaic and medieval malpractices to more humane ones, have we –  perhaps – 
become more configured to the secular, more at home now with the comfortable life brought 
about by high technology and the attractive consumer world?  In my round with the abbesses and 
prioresses of the Benedictine Order these past years, I sense a spiritual stirring towards getting 
more clarity about depth issues in our monastic life.  It seems that the reform model of the past 
forty years after the Council, which appreciated human needs and experiences has to go through 
a critical self-assessment.  There is again a thirst for the maturing values of silence, “self-denial” 
(for lack of a better term to use), and basic humility as against the soft asceticism, the other side 
of the blessing brought about by an overriding focus on personal fulfilment    
 
       Something of this de-focusing is true in some of our experiences with the school ministry in 
the Philippines.  Our sisters who run schools of 3000 - 6,000 students have it from morning till 
evening.  Unless they are rooted in the Benedictine core of values, which they professed, they 
would be caught in the inner contradictions of many liberal freedoms which are alien to Jesus’ 
Spirit.   
 
       Actually, asceticism - the Benedictine way - is built into the structure of the common life. 
Common life, if truly lived, is a critical factor in our society where  individualism and aggression 
are nourished by the marketplace from dawn to dusk.  What can be more individualistic and 
aggressive than the promotion of a “full stomach, full sleep and full enjoyment” globalized 
through media and commerce?  Our conversion as monastics to common life contradicts these 
modern meaning-carriers when we seriously pursue St. Benedict’s formula for the good zeal:  
“They should be the first to show respect to the other…” (RB 72: 4). This is our lived formula 
for peace – the Benedictine contribution to the fight against war.  Our monasteries have a 
multiplier effect for peace wherever we are  alive with a strong sense of the Spirit’s energy of 
selfless love in coenobitic living.  
 
        And this is where abbots and prioresses come in – as promoters of conversion to the 
common life. Abbots and prioresses are leaders in the process of social transformation as rooted 
in conversion to Christ and His Church.. Can we ourselves profess to the personal experience of 
a conversion to the common life, how this shaped us and became a crucial part of our own 



history, how it affected our inner selves, inner world, and inner convictions? If monastic life has 
brought us real transformation, it would affect the cognitive and affective as well as the 
performing aspects of our persons, leading us to a protest, to a challenge of the social 
environment where this clashes with our deeply sought ideals, orientations and values for peace.  
As we can see, conversion/transformation for peace – the Benedictine way – does not go for 
“soft asceticism.”  It is a conflict-laden reality of death and resurrection.  The experience can of 
course go either way: death dissolution or death resurrection.  
 
A culture of communion and solidarity in the Benedictine ethos  
  
        Another piece of vocabulary which signals the culture of our newly-ended millennium is 
“globalisation.” With the march of our existence to the drumbeat of science and technology, 
informatics and speed communication, we have shrunk the world into a “global village.”  The 
many good gifts of material progress has been “globalized” by telecom for everyone to see even 
in the farthest nooks of undeveloped Africa and Asia.  Like all good gifts they are signs of divine 
favour and have to be given back to God in gratefulness and worship.   
 
        However, it is the reality of “globalisation” in the economic sense, which is objectionable.  
Its slogan “Not just big! The biggest!” has transformed itself into  a magical wand of economic 
successes: big capital, intercontinental mergers, chips technology, multinational goods and 
unlimited foreign markets.  However, in its wake is the deluge of moral bankruptcy: bigger and 
bigger poverty quotas, unprecedented victimizing of women and children, sharpened competition 
and conflict between rich and poor, and a show of gun power in spheres of interest of tribes and 
countries. 
 
        On the opposite spectrum of this marketed globalisation, the “communio” model of the 
Church flowing from its Trinitarian source has emerged at Vatican II.  I call this “communio” = 
(cum-unire) “together as one”, a gift of the Spirit to our world at this time of marked disunities. 
Now more than ever the Benedictine way of life, a “communion” in common life, common 
worship, and common work, can come up to check the excesses of   our contemporary culture.  
This holds true provided we too are not enamoured of the flash and fancy of the market.   
 
       The values of  “listening” and “reverence” bring us to the core of the work for communion 
and solidarity. These two attitudes at the heart of the Rule of St. Benedict predispose us to it.  I 
think of the globalisation of communion and solidarity as strengthening  the three weakest links 
in the chain of natural and human relationships:  creation, the poor and the women. 
Benedictine life in its truest cannot but be prophetic, announcing the good and denouncing the 
evil.  Communion will then have the following characteristics:  It is  creation-centred.  It 
builds a “passionate and compassionate” alliance with the poor.  It aims at equality and 
partnership between women and men. 
 
         Communion is creation-centred. 
 
        The Benedictine monastery is well-known as a presence where the individual person is 
reverenced, nature and civilization flourish and the beauty of art cultivated.  A creation-centred 
communion is very much a characteristic of a culture of the Spirit.  It tilts the balance from a 



technological capitalism which relies on rationality – mathematical and computerized - to the 
passionate relation with all that there is.. For everything is included in God’s love, except sin. 
Without a humanizing compassion, the economics of capitalism results in disaster – the debt 
(death) and the ecological bomb! More than half of the world’s tropical forests have disappeared 
since 1950… 
- Each year about 23,000 sq. miles of fertile land turns into desert (and there’s farm land 

turned into golf courses for the wealthy and covered by concrete for parking, airport 
runways)… 

- If greenhouse gas emissions were apportioned equitably among the world’s countries (3.5 
billion tons just of carbon dioxide), each Kenyan citizen would be entitled to a 1000% 
increase.  U.S.A. citizens would have to decrease theirs by 90% per person… 
 

        We are not all active reason taking in everything, overcoming, dominating, categorizing, 
constructing, making.  We are not all dominion; we are also passion, passive and acted upon, 
dependent and relying; subject to and begging from the bounty of the whole of creation.  And 
creation is not in the mind only.  It is there and has its own logic and laws not made by humans 
but created by God.  What a  message to live by: that the environment, the elements of the ocean, 
the trees and the air are greater than we are and are worthy of reverence. The West must learn 
from the East to respect the integrity of the whole of creation.        
 
         Reason alone cannot find the solution to the problem of environmental suicide - the 
recognition of our dependency on nature, on the environment.  Lower than the angels but still the 
crown of creation we cannot renounce our responsibility over creation without renouncing our 
dignity as God’s image. The rejection of God inevitably brings with it the destruction of the 
human and the environment (cf. Is 29:15-23).  Without God we turn the world upside down and 
inevitably, instead of becoming the masters of creation, we shall be destroyed by the 
environment we ought to cherish. We gape in dismay at the Swiss multinational companies with 
their mountains of cheese thrown away, polluting creation for the sake of the golden calves.  
Inanimate things like power and gold are not apt medium for projecting human dignity and 
honour.  And the paradox of it all is that only God can fill the human heart’s ache for completion 
and fulfilment.  And S/He is future. 
         
        We can ask questions of St. Benedict, our own monastic hero. What was St. Benedict's self 
image?  Where did he situate himself in creation, in society?  What was creation to him? What 
was the earth to him - water, air, fire, ice, snow, wheat, clothing, and so on?   What was his life 
of poverty like? How can we communicate his life of lack of private ownership, his use of goods 
to satisfy needs? Can we say: promote the healing power of plants, promote fasting and prayer?  
Don't use paper napkins, they destroy trees? Eat vegetables and fish, but no meat? No violence to  
plants and animals? Creation is a reflection of God's goodness to us. Can the practice of poverty 
be translated into the economic sphere, community life into social life and charity and chastity 
into interpersonal relationships? I think that that would be the translation of Benedictine 
spirituality as a counterculture to globalization. My hunch, of course, is that the way out of the 
ecology disaster is the living of the monastic way of life. So we have to popularize St. Benedict. 
 
         As Benedictine builders of communion: 
 



1. How can we motivate/challenge our communities (and family members, friends, students, co-
workers and acquaintances) to live simply, in harmony with the earth, to be converted to a 
life similar to that led by  St. Benedict? 

2. How can our liturgies and our personal contemplation shape us into persons who radiate joy 
in creation, and who work for peace and justice wherever we are? 

 

 Communion is a  “passionate and compassionate” alliance with the poor. 
 
       Way back in the 70’s when we were struggling against the totalitarian regime of President 
Marcos, I went through a baptism of fire in our work with the urban poor in Manila.  The poor 
were mostly factory workers and slum dwellers who were jobless or underemployed.  My idea 
about helping the poor was theoretical, detached from my person, content to give them food and 
money to tide them over in their daily struggle to make both ends meet.  Once – during Easter 
week on the day of the gospel of St. Thomas - a group of these workers came to the convent to 
dialogue with the sisters about labour conditions in their factories. The sisters just had a beautiful 
sharing on the doubting Thomas. Then one of the workers told us this story. There was a Chinese 
painter who loved dragons so much he painted them all over the place – in the rooms, ceilings, 
walls, floors, and doors.  He painted them big and small and middle-sized. They came in all 
colours – red, white, blue, green, aqua, and purple. One day a friend who came to visit him 
asked, “Why do you paint only dragons?”  He replied, “Because I love them!”  Then they heard a 
roaring and hissing outside of the house, so loud that it filled the air with ominous sounds.  The 
friend looked out of the window and  saw that a huge dragon was spewing fire and smoke 
outside. He said to the painter, “A dragon has come to see you.”  On hearing this, the Chinese 
painter ran away in fright.   
 
        The factory worker concluded: “Sisters, you say you love the poor, the Church is a church 
of the poor, but when the poor come to you, you run away.”  I looked into the eyes of the 
storyteller.  There was something in those eyes – a Divine Presence. An inner barrier broke down 
in me. It was the moment of my conversion to the poor – concretely, to those poor.  In one brief 
second, I  sensed a call – to recognize the Divine Presence in the least of the brethren – the 
weakest link in the chain. 

 
        The poor person’s call to us is a call to holiness – to wholeness – to the source of all life – 
his/hers and ours – God.  I realized that in the person of the factory worker our Lord was asking 
me to recognize him under a new hermeneutic.  Like St. Thomas, the doubting apostle, I was 
asked to respond in a new way to an event – to believe in the Lord’s presence in the poor.  
Wounds, wounded hands and pierced side, suffering, pain and death are the symbols of the Risen 
Christ.  The awareness of pain and death in the lives of the factory workers is an assertion of 
Christ’s redeeming action. Our protest against them is an act of faith in the Risen Christ. Our 
transformation in compassion and deeds is a witness to His Risen Life.  Hence, the presence of 
Christ in the poor and our response to Him – and the poor – are like a two-edged sword – 
redeeming and judging.  We are either evangelized by the poor or judged by them and found 
wanting.  In my life the poor became interpreters of the Risen Christ – thanks to St. Thomas and 
his doubts. 
 



The Rule of St. Benedict to me is an Easter-Rule, centred on the Christ of the Gospel (Prol 21; 
50). It gives many indications of a delicate sense for the Presence, God shining in the eyes of the 
weak, the sick, the poor, the guest, the pilgrim and the children. One has only to look in the eyes 
of a brother or sister and the experience of the Presence wells forth. This - for me - explains the 
high plane of spiritual living which followers of the Rule embrace.  Truly, a gospel call in this 
moment of our Benedictine history asks us to convert ourselves to communion with the poor of 
our times.  In accepting the human dignity of each person, there must be “a focus on those who 
are poorest.”  I now turn to the cause of women who for millennia have been made poor and kept 
poor in their humanity. 
 
         
 
        Communion aims at equality and partnership between women and men. 
 
        In my bid for an alternative culture of the Spirit I turn to the “woman question” as an arena 
of quality decisions. Quality, in the sense that to build communion with women in equality and 
partnership has crucial consequences for humankind, cutting across races, creeds and cultures.  
The women (and children) are some of the weakest, if not the weakest, links in the chain of 
communion.   
 
       Benedictine abbots and prioresses are, of course, conversant with the woman question after 
some forty years of a very determined feminism on the American scene.  Way back in the 60’s 
our good professor Karl Rahner called the women’s movement, along with those of liberation 
and ecology, one of the potent “signs of our times”.  Without professing a feminist or activist 
creed, we know that the woman question impacts on the millennium we have just ushered in, 
because it is not only a personal question of the promotion of women’s rights. It is also a social 
one -the dismantling of the structures of patriarchy which are unjust and sinful.  For all the gains 
of the women’s movement in the past forty years we still see the subordination, domination, 
oppression of, and discrimination against women in the home, at the workbench, in society and 
the Church. It is mightily entrenched in our structures and is a structural injustice – the sin of 
sexism.  If there is no justice – then there is no temple, no Church, no worship, no sacrifice, no 
Eucharist that can bring down God’s  loving favour on His people. 
 
        Of course, there are as many conceptions of women’s equality and partnership with men as 
there are peoples, tribes, and cultures.  In a meeting of Benedictine monks in Germany on the 
topic half a year ago, the question was raised by a monk from the  missions: “You mean, we may 
not even beat a woman anymore?” The plight of women all over the world is sufficiently 
documented by many Conferences of  Bishops since the Synod of Bishops on the Laity in 1996. 
It is not a matter of lack of knowledge but of love and action.  It is reminiscent of the story of a 
sculptor who made three statues so identical to one another you could not tell the difference.  He 
called in a friend and said, “What do you see?”  “They all look alike, “ he answered.  Then the 
sculptor took a piece of thread and pushed it into the nose of the first statue.  Nothing happened.  
He took another piece of thread, led it through one ear of the second statue until it came out of 
the other ear. Again, nothing happened.  Then he took another piece of  thread  and slipped it into 
the mouth of the third statue.  Suddenly, it started to move and walk.  The thread had reached the 
heart!  We act when our hearts are touched. 



 
        Is there a Benedictine way of responding to the “woman question?” St. Benedict speaks of 
hospitality in the Holy Rule to be accorded to the stranger and the poor who come into the House 
of God.  A. Boeckmann traces the root of the word hospitality to its origin in Greek  Philo-xenia, 
meaning, love for the stranger and the poor.  Its equivalent in Latin is hospes which is friendship 
directed to the stranger, and the needy.  In a  real sense, hospitality means befriending one who is 
alienated and isolated from his/her culture, home, family and community, even God.  H. Nouwen 
regards this term as one of the richest biblical expressions to help us deepen our relationship with 
others, recognizing their dignity and giving them a space of freedom to be.  Thus, hospitality is 
not just the polite practice of receiving guests at the portery, serving them coffee and engaging 
them in conversation in a comfortable sitting room.  

 
        Benedictine hospitality appears to me to be that basic attitude, which recognises the dignity 
of each woman or man or child – as a beloved of God, bearing His image. In building 
communion between women and men in equality and partnership, one speaks nowadays of 
empowering womem.  Such would be Benedictine hospitality, affirming women in their self-
esteem and “feminine genius”.  At the same time, it affirms the men to full humanity, thus,  
facilitating the unfolding of the whole woman-man image of God in both sexes. 
 
       Benedictine hospitality, thus, leads to a healing process for women, binding up the wounds 
of centuries of violence against their dignity, transforming their experiences of bitterness into 
sweet solace. It creates space for the sacred, the contemplative, the space to be present to the 
“Presence”, giving women a “constant awareness of the absolute within us who is the 
inexhaustible source of joy, love, and energy and makes us committed but carefree” together 
with the men. 
 
       Such a communion between women and men would model what Benedict envisions in RB 3 
on calling the brethren for counsel.  It would be a communion where power is shared, that most 
difficult of detachments, sharing in letting go of dominance and control, so that the other may 
live. How about giving the Benedictine women equal participation in the Benedictine 
Confederation – for a starter? 
 
Conclusion 
       
        During the last forty years Benedictine men and women have been part of these tidal-like 
movements for peace, justice and the wholeness of our earth, for the liberation of the poor and 
the empowerment of women. I am thinking, for example of  “Benedictines  for  Peace”  in  the  
United  States  or the option of the Benedictines of Mexico to be on the side of the victims of 
Chiapas or the Benedictine effort in the Campaign against the Exploitation of Third World 
Women in women trafficking, prostitution, mail order brides and migrant workers in Asia.  The 
work facing us is great The work facing us is great and the odds against us are even greater.  I 
would like to end this part of my presentation with the story of Evelyn Underhill on the “Tiny 
Birds”. 
 
        Migration is not an easy thing or a pleasant thing fora tiny bird to face.  It must turn 
deliberately from solid land, from food, shelter, a certain measure of security, and fly across an 



ocean unfriendly to its life, and destitute of everything it needs.  We make much of the heroism 
and endurance of our airmen and explorers.  Perhaps someday man will rival the adventurous 
hope of the little wren and the chiffchaff; an ounce and a half of living courage, launching out 
with amazing confidence to a prospect of storms, hardship, exhaustion – perhaps starvation and 
death.  Careful minds would hardly think the risk was worth taking. But the tiny bird, before 
conditions force it – not driven by fear, but drawn by Hope – commits itself with perfect 
confidence to that infinite ocean of air; where all familiar landmarks will vanish, and if its 
strength fails it must be lost. And the bird’s hope is justified. There IS summer at the other end of 
the perilous journey.  The scrap of valiant life obeys a true instinct, when it launches on the air.  
It is urged from within towards a goal it can attain; and may reckon the suffering of the moment 
not worthy to be compared to the glory that shall be revealed. 
 
        The life force behind the Benedictine renewal can be interpreted by Evelyn Underhill’s 
migration of the tiny birds.  The decision, which confronts the tiny chiffchaff, is one that faced 
the Benedictine world some forty years ago. We were spurred by an instinct  - based on our faith 
– to launch into the world of renewal and transformation.  It was a moment of great courage.  
From the start it was no easy flying, like the small bird without feathers battling a might tornado.  
There was only one option, getting swallowed by that might power, the might of the love of 
Jahweh, and becoming one with it. 
 
        Today some forty years later, that initial original instinct to take wings to be free has carried 
them through some perilous flights on their journey to transformation, with some successful 
mileage to look back to.  Summer is not yet.  The goal has jet to be reached and pain suffered 
through.  However, there is no turning back for the risk is worthy of the disciples of Christ in the 
spirit of St. Benedict in bringing about transformation –  

that in all things God may be glorified! 
 
 

      
Focusing questions: 

1. Do these priorities / experiences / concerns speak to your concrete situation?  
What other priorities / experiences / concerns would you identify? 

2. What aspects of Benedictine life do you consider the most important for 
consecrated life at this time?  What would help their growth?  What obstacles 
would hinder their growth? 

3. Is there a Benedictine way of promoting peace, solidarity and communion over 
against the aggressive realism of science and technology, globalised violence and 
rugged individualism of the day?  How do you do this in your concrete situation?  

 
4. In the face of our “celebrated and rising diversity”, how do we maintain a 

coherent identity? 
5. As leaders of peace building what do we need to change in our own first-world 

lifestyle so that others can live? 
6. In our Benedictine family (Confederation) what do we need to do to initiate a 

Cultural Revolution with regard to our understanding of the humanity of women? 
To exorcise the entrenched macho relationship between women and men? Not 



only to accept the truth of equality intellectually but also to learn to live by it, 
difficult as it is? To make cross-gender intercontinental dialogue on women a part 
of the process of building an alternative culture of Benedictine life and mission? 

 
 
                                                           
11 T. Rowe, The Boston Globe, March 22, 1999, 14. 
12 AMOR, Oct.-Dec. 1996, 2. 
13 Newsweek, May 19, 1997, 56. 
14 M. A. Neal,  The Just Demands of the Poor – Essays in Socio-Theology, New York, Paulist Press, 1987, 28. 
15 Ad sponsored by  Children’s Vigils, in The New York Times, September 30, 1999. 
16 Newsweek,  May 19, 1997, 56. 
17 E. McDonough, ibid, 255 
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EXODUS 3:1-5; 9-12 
 



                                                                                                                                                                                           
Moses was looking after the flock of Jethro,  his father-in-law, priest of Midian. 

He led his flock to the far side of the wilderness and came to Horeb,  
the mountain of God. 

There the angel of the Lord appeared to him in the shape of a flame of fire,  
coming from the middle of a bush. 

Moses looked; there was the bush blazing, but it was not being burnt up. 
“I must go and look at this strange sight,” Moses said, 

“and see why the bush is not burnt.” 
Now the Lord saw go forward and look, and God called to him  

from the middle of the bush. 
“Moses, Moses”, he said. 

“Here I am,” he answered. 
“Come no nearer,” he said. “Take off your shoes, 

for the place where you stand is holy ground. 
I am the God of your father,” he said “the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac and the God 

of Jacob.”   
At this Moses covered his face, afraid to look at God. 

 
And the Lord said,  

“And now the cry of the sons of Israel has come to me, and I have witnessed 
the way in which the Egyptians oppress them,  

so come, I send you to Pharaoh to bring the sons of Israel, 
my people, out of Egypt.” 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Questions from Brother Hermann Schalueck,  OFM 
         

1. Are we the presence of the Risen Lord in the world? 
2. Are we the voice of the poor seeking to be heard in a world that is structurally 

unjust? 
3. Are we a cry for justice that is not easily silenced? 
4. Are we the signs and “sacraments” of a compassionate God? 
5. Are we the alternative to greed, nationalism, consumerism, racism, upward 

mobility? 
6. Are we peacemakers, with peace reigning first in our own hearts and in our own 

Institutes? 
7. Are we a word of hope, a song of encouragement and hope for those who need 

courage? 
8. Are we caretakers of our Mother the Earth? 
9. Are we the gatherers of the alien, the stranger, the widow, the orphan, the migrant, 

the asylum-seeker, the unemployed, the forgotten? 



                                                                                                                                                                                           
10.  Are we a sign of a reconciled Church (the question of being an international 

Institute…)? 
11.  Are we that special gift to the Church which calls it back to its initial love and 

discipleship? (SEDOS bulletin 1994, “Our Identity is Mission”, 281-288, here 288) 
 
 
 
 
 
 


