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class time helping in the kitchen proofreading

working in the refectory coffee and cookies before work assignments

fireworks on the 4th of July

gathering herbs
in the garden

Scenes from this Year’s July Vocation Program
Participants in our annual Vocation Program commit to staying at least two weeks at
St. Gregory’s. While here, they are given a glimpse of monastic life as they pray, work,
study, and have social contact with the monks.



Prior Aelred attended the monastic formation
directors workshop at Subiaco Abbey in
Subiaco, Arkansas June 14th – 18th.

Our bishop visitor, the Rt. Rev. Arthur
Williams, and his wife Lynette were with us
June 23rd – 24th.

Fr. William attended the consecration of the
Rev. Douglas Sparks as bishop of the Diocese
of Northern Indiana June 25th in Fort Wayne.

NOTES Arthur and Lynette Williams

Saint Gregory’s Abbey now has an e-mail
list for those wishing to receive the ABBEY
LETTER electronically (PDF). To enroll in the
e-mail list, send your full name and e-mail
address to

abbeyletter@saintgregorysthreerivers.org
Enrolling in our e-mail list does not remove you
from our hard copy mailing list. If you do want
to stop receiving the hard copy once you are on
the e-mail list, simply send an e-mail to

office@saintgregorysthreerivers.org
telling us you are now on the e-mail list and
want to be removed from the hard copy list.
(If you are in the confraternity, please mention
that so that we make sure you receive the
confraternity letter via e-mail).



Over forty years ago, the Benedictine scholar, Dom Jean Leclerc, gave a talk to the
monks here about “Benedictine Balance.” He meant not only a balanced life of prayer,
work and reading, but also the principles of moderation in the Rule of Benedict that
assured that the monks had adequate sleep and adequate food and even extra wine if
the abbot decided that the heat was excessive or there was heavy manual labor in the
fields. The Holy Rule calls itself a little rule for beginners and is not intended to be an
endurance course that punishes the monks.
Another principle set forth in the Rule is that the monastery is independent, but not

entirely independent. The Benedictines are not a centralized order with a major
superior who is in charge of all the monasteries; rather each abbey is autonomous
within certain limits. The Rule is not definitive on this, saying that if there are problems
in a monastery that the local bishops or monasteries should act to correct it, but never
explains exactly how. Eventually, a system of congregations developed where
monasteries would band together to look after each other and support each other but
still be independent enough to manage their own affairs.
St. Gregory’s was once a dependent priory of Nashdom Abbey in England, but since

achieving the status of an independent abbey in 1969, has never actually been part of
a congregation. We participate in the meetings of the Conference of Anglican
Religious Orders in the Americas, but it is not quite the same thing as an association
with other, independent Benedictine monasteries, which is why participation in
meetings of Benedictine abbots, priors & formation directors has always been an
important way for us to keep in touch with the wider Benedictine world. Unfortunately,
for various reasons, the meetings of priors and the meetings of formation directors
lapsed almost a decade ago, but this year a workshop for Benedictine Formation
Directors again took place, this time at Subiaco Abbey in Arkansas.
I had visited Subiaco for various workshops in the thirty-four years that I have been

Novice Master and Vocation Director and was happy to go there again, but it was sad
to see that some of the monks I knew had died and one had had a debilitating stroke.
I learned that it was also true of monks I had met as participants in the Formation
Workshops; many had died in the course of the past decade – many of my old friends
have gone before me.
Our main speaker was someone I did know from years past, Fr. Joel Rippinger of

Marmion Abbey, a fellow runner. I asked him if he were still running and he said he
was. I said I had broken my leg and could no longer run. He said, “You must miss it.”
I was struck by the fact that he was the first person in all these years to say that. A fellow
runner would understand.
We also had several panel discussions on topics that were new to most of us doing

formation work.
The first was “The Lone Novice.” When I entered the monastery, I was one of four

postulants and for some time after that, there were always several men who wanted to
join every year (when I was appointed Novice Master, there were seven young men in
the novitiate). Now it is not uncommon in American monasteries to have no one in
the novitiate or only one. This can be a problem for someone without any peers in
community — one can feel very lonely no matter how many people are around one.

Benedictine Balance – Staying Connected



The second was “The Multicultural Novitiate.” This has not been a major factor at
St. Gregory’s so far, but we are receiving an increasing number of inquiries from
overseas. Unfortunately, current immigration policy has made it difficult to follow up
on this. But other monasteries are now experiencing a considerable number of
Vietnamese and Hispanics entering a community that was previously largely
monoculturally German American.
The third was “The Multigenerational Novitiate.” In the old days most monasteries

had an age limit for postulants and many still do. Most men who joined were in the
twenties or even in their late teens. Frequently they had been in the school run by the
monks or had relatives who were members of the monastic community and had a
pretty good idea of what the life was like. Nowadays, more older men are considering
monastic life and this presents challenges in itself. Having a novice class with a both a
large age span and a large difference in life experience and educational background is
a challenge both for the Novice Master and the men in formation.
The Fourth was “The Novice of Divorced Parents.” Discussion on this topic

revealed that the practical difficulties arose not so much from the fact of divorce itself,
but from integrating men from dysfunctional families into community life. Also the
fact that “dysfunctional” actually constitutes a spectrum and that sometimes our
communities themselves have areas of dysfunction.
But all of these discussions were to some extent informed by the opening addresses

by Fr. Joel, based on his article in the December 2015 issue of “The American
Benedictine Review” Transmitting a Common Core of Monasticism: A Survival Kit for
the Future.

Prior Aelred teaching a class during our July Vocation Program



He addressed the contemporary reality of an increased interest in Benedictine
monasticism manifested in the current experiments in the “New Monasticism” or
“Christian Communities” and the large number of people interested in becoming
associates of monasteries, while the numbers of men wanting to join monasteries
continues to decline.
In the monastic tradition, one key element is the centrality of the Word of God in

Sacred Scripture, in public prayer and private study. Serious reflection on Sacred
Scripture is an ongoing corrective whenever a community might lose it balance.
A related concept is the principle of accountability. Over the centuries, Benedictine

monasteries had learned the advantages of joining themselves into congregations, with
regular communication and periodic visitations to help them maintain a balanced life.
Modern experiments in the “new monasticism” neglect this at their peril.
Handing on the tradition to new members in formation is also a key component in

the survival of monasticism. The modern experiments in monastic life need this
appreciation of the continuous tradition just as much as the existing traditional
communities do, even if it needs to be adapted to their particular situations.
And particularity in location, expressed in Benedictine stability, is another important

monastic principle. Stewardship and service are traditional monastic virtues.
While being firmly rooted in a particular place, monasteries must also look for

balance in their openness to their surroundings. While avoiding any sense of elitism,
monasteries must respect the needs of the monastic community for a certain separation
from the dominant culture. Benedictines are noted for their hospitality, but the privacy
of the monks and their need for silence and solitude must be preserved if monastic life
is to flourish.
Another area where new monastic experiments need to exercise special care is in the

area of leadership. When founders with clear visions are still at the helm, there is always
the danger of authoritarians, whereas when the founders are no longer there, the
selection of a new generation of leaders can become an especially fraught time. A
leadership style that has come to rely on charismatic personalities can be very fragile.
An area where all of us are still perplexed is the area of technology. Young people

take for granted being continually in contact with everyone and everything. Areas for
silence and reflection and being alone seem alien to many of them. The internet or the
smart phone are simply normal aspects of everyday life. Monasteries must work to
discover a way both to respect the ability of monks to make reasonable decisions as well
as to preserve the monastic principle of detachment.
The participants of the workshop certainly found the meeting worthwhile and

deeply appreciate the kindness and hospitality of the monks of Subiaco. Our meeting
helped keep us balanced and connected. Those attending are happy to announce that
we plan to continue the Benedictine Formation Workshops, now planning to meet
every other year. The location for the next meeting has yet to be decided, but the next
meeting is already planned for 12-16 June 2018.

—Prior Aelred



Please send me ____ copy or copies of the

2017 Calendar
Enclosed is $10.00 for each calendar

Name_________________________________________________________

Address_______________________________________________________

City_________________________State_______Zip____________________
Any payment in excess of the calendar price will be gratefully accepted as a gift to the abbey.

St. Gregory’s Abbey, 56500 Abbey Road, Three Rivers, MI 49093-9595

Available October 15
thirteen months, 15 photos, with the Abbey’s liturgical calendar

Order now to avoid the Christmas rush!
Allow 8 weeks for delivery.

Or download a PDF of the calendar from our website —
$2.00 per download!

saintgregorysthreerivers.org
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