“IBI ME DOCEBIS” (Song of Songs 8:2, Vulgate) 

“THERE YOU WILL TEACH ME”

Brothers and sisters,

Dom Charles and M. Anna Chiara have asked me to give you a conference on formation.  I don’t know where they got that idea, but I am honored by their request:  a lovely example of African hospitality which knows how to give even a stranger a place.  Nonetheless, I felt very awkward when I agreed to their request, since I don’t feel competent in any way at all to speak about formation in this company, taking into account the situations in the communities which, all together, make up RAFMA.  My African experience is very limited, and more like that of an outside observer than a lived, African experience.

Nonetheless, these thoughts are the fruit of lived experience, but the experience of someone who is the abbot of a European community, the apostolic administrator of an African community, and the Father Immediate of communities in Europe, Africa, and Asia.  Even though the situation is different on each continent, the central question in our discussion is the same everywhere: “The spiritual, intellectual and affective aspects of formation should be given attention, distinguishing but not separating them. How should we readjust our formation practices in these various dimensions, in continuity with our Cistercian Tradition, as we seek to understand more and more the World from which our candidates come?...” (Report of the ad hoc commission on Formation, minutes Assisi 2008, p. 211)

Several regions have already made a small first initiative to reflect on this theme.  The harvest isn’t very big yet, but as time goes on, that will change.  As far as I’m concerned, the conference given by Dom Samuël of Novy Dvur at the REI Regional Meeting (Region Europe Israel, May 2009) was a fine beginning.  According to him, we have to form our brothers and sisters to be saints:  the goal of Cistercian formation is to become holy through a life of prayer.

I was really pleased with this conference because Dom Samuël began by drawing our attention, not so much to the content of formation, but to the ultimate goal.  Why do we form our monks and nuns?  What do we want to accomplish with this formation?  This thought also simultaneously highlights the initial impulse of formation:  the Holy Spirit as the driving force which powers our ongoing formation.  The second reason why Dom Samuël’s conference really charmed me is that he didn’t reduce formation to intellectual formation.  In countries where formation is equated with education, it’s a great challenge for us monks and nuns to show candidates that our Cistercian vocation is primarily a way of life which one learns by doing.  In the school of charity, you don’t learn charity out of a book first;  rather, you learn charity by living charity, and by experiencing charity along with your fellow students.  There is certainly a need for a responsible intellectual foundation, but that comes at a later stage, which has to follow the initial experience.

In the communities I know in the young churches, there seems to be an intense focus on intellectual formation.  “When can I go to school?” is a question which I’m often asked as Father Immediate.  Behind this question, there is also quite often a veiled desire to go to school far away from the community, in Europe or in the United States.  Perhaps that tendency is stronger among monks than among nuns, but with the tremendous increase in the number of young girls who are pursuing vocational and secondary education, this problem will increasingly surface among the women as well.  People want to go to school because that’s a sign of progress. 

It’s true that we have to manage to form our brothers and sisters into saints, with the help of the Holy Spirit – a formation which, fortunately, doesn’t depend on us alone.  Nonetheless, the vocation to holiness isn’t specifically monastic:  all the baptized are called to become holy;  each Christian state of life is an explicit invitation to realize this vocation to holiness;  and in the same way, the monastic way of life is a vocation to holiness within the context of a Cistercian community.

The initial impulse, the content, and the ultimate goal of formation:  these are the themes which I would like to talk about with you.  I’m going to do that, basing my remarks on a Cistercian author from the thirteenth century who devoted his entire life to formation.  He was the novice master in a large German Cistercian monastery.  I’m referring to Caesar of Heisterbach, probably unknown to many of us.  He was born in 1180 and died around 1240.  In 1219 he wrote Dialogus magnus visionum atque miraculorum, Libri XII, "Dialogue of Visions and Miracles" in twelve books.

This “Dialogue of Visions and Miracles” is important for our reflection on formation because it is one of the oldest examples within the Cistercian Order of the teaching given to novices.  The title of this work already indicates its genre:  it is written in dialogue form.  The novice master is speaking, but he is being constantly interrupted by a novice who is asking questions.  This genre is known in both Christian and non-Christian antiquity, going back to Aristotle.  For this Greek philosopher, the play between questions and answers is a way to enable knowledge to blossom in the student.  For him, asking questions functions as a midwife:  the question allows the answer to come to birth.

The “Dialogue of Visions and Miracles” actually consists of two books, each having six sections, for a total of twelve chapters.  In the Prologue, Caesar clearly refers to the Gospel story about the twelve baskets of fragments which were left over after the miraculous multiplication of the loaves.  With this, Caesar clearly reveals what formation in the Cistercian life means for him:  formation is sharing in the abundance which the novice master/the older monk has received from the Lord.  Formation isn’t a transmission of knowledge;  rather, formation is allowing another to share in the abundant graces which one has received from the Lord.

According to Caesar, the entire formation of a Cistercian monk is aimed at “a conversion of heart, either from bad to good, or from good to better, or from better to best.”  (DM I.1)  That means that formation is an ongoing process, from bad to good to better to best.  It’s also immediately evident that it isn’t an intellectual process, but rather a process of the heart.  “The first conversion is conversion to the heart;  the second conversion is conversion in the heart;  the third conversion is conversion proceeding from the heart.”  The entire process of formation is summarized by Caesar in three words – compunction, devotion, and contemplation – a process which isn’t linear, but which can better be compared to a spiral.

Caesar expresses it beautifully:  “conversion to the heart means:  returning from guilt to grace, returning from sin to righteousness, returning from wrong-doing to virtue.  This is what is said through the mouth of the prophet Isaiah:  ‘Transgressors, return to your heart.’  (Is. 46:8)  Conversion in the heart means:  making progress in charity, mounting from virtue to virtue, until one sees the God of gods in Zion, in other words, contemplation.”  (DMI.2)

This conversion has to be total, but Caesar knows all too well that it can also just be a change of place and a change of clothing.  I hope this short sketch has convinced you that this novice master from the thirteenth century has a message for us today, as well, as we reflect on formation.  For him, formation had to do with conversion, devotion, and contemplation.  Using these three concepts, I would like to say something about formation, trying to take the African situation into account, as best I can from my limited experience. 

CONVERSION

Conversion is the first step which Caesar asks of his novices in monastic life.  Caesar summarizes the Cistercian way of life with this single word:  conversion.  For him, there are all sorts of reasons for coming to a monastery, good reasons as well as bad reasons.  He sees the purpose of this initial phase of formation as discovering the proper intention of heart.  This intentio cordis is the conversion of one’s own ego to God.  (cf. C.22)

Those who attended the last Mixed General Meeting in Assisi in 2008 probably remember the discussion surrounding the phrase “the acceptance of unacceptable behavior.”  The ad hoc Commission on Formation wrote the following in its report:  “The formation process must be oriented towards helping people to meet Jesus personally, to find and face the important questions of life, to go deeper than the surface.  If this essential process, although difficult and painful, is not happening during formation, nothing important is happening and people will not be challenged and involved.  Our role is to help them to persevere.  Even if they eventually leave after a serious discernment of their vocation, they will have learned much about themselves and about the Christian way of life.” (31.1)

Commenting on this paragraph, M. Martha of Gedono contributed:  “If unacceptable behavior is accepted, the consciousness of being loved grows.  So many people come feeling the experience of not being loved.  People need to let what is bad in them come out and realize that they are loved unconditionally.”  Dom Bernardo of Novo Mundo spoke along the same lines, but he referred to it as the “issue of guardedness.”  “I would like to add to the list of topics of reflection: the issue of guardedness.  It seems to me the biggest block for perseverance is a desire on the part of people who enter to protect themselves by not wishing to make contact with oneself, the formator, with the community and with God.  It is almost always an unconscious attitude and very deep.  It is fatal to perseverance and even to reaching Christian identity.  It seems to me that it is above all the most important thing the formator has to work with.”

We can ask ourselves whether our formation is really helping candidates arrive at conversion.  But actually, helping people reach conversion isn’t even our work – it’s the work of God’s Spirit, who allows candidates to see and experience themselves in the light of the Gospel.  The formator and the community do play a role, though, in creating the right conditions in which this process of conversion can take place.

In 1996, Dom Bernardo pointed out to us that conversion “is a love that liberates and decentralizes us from ourselves in order to center us on the Other and the others, putting us at their service.”  He ended his circular letter with St. Bernard’s prayer:  “O Lord my God, why do you not remove my sin, and why do you not take away my iniquity?  So that having cast away the heavy load of my own will, I may breathe under the light burden of charity, that now I may not be encompassed with servile fear nor seduced by mercenary cupidity, but that I may be led by your Spirit, the Spirit of liberty, by which your sons are led, and may it give testimony to my spirit that I am one of your sons since the same law is mine as is yours, and as you are, so may I also be in this world.” (Bernard, Dil. 36).

DEVOTION

The word “perseverance” has already been mentioned a couple times:  following the initial impulse of conversion and the enthusiasm about a new way of life, it will then become a matter of persevering.  According to St. Benedict, the Father of monks, the candidate has to be tested to see if he/she is prepared to do all sorts of common little tasks (opprobrium, RB 58), often quite annoying little tasks.  Persevering in this humble service of the community reveals the devotion of the monk.  According to Caesar of Heisterbach, our formation has to teach the candidates this devotion, a devotion which can also be described with words such as “stability” (RB 4:78), “persistence”(RB 60:2), “perseverance” (RB 7:36).

The underlying challenge is whether or not we can give our candidates a real feeling of belonging to a new family.  In recent Church history, the African Church has given the entire Christian world a great gift by defining the Church as a family.  The two major images which the Second Vatican Council used for the Church – the Church as communio and the Church as people of God – coincide beautifully with this originally African image.

The Exhortation Ecclesia in Africa (1995) urged the development of an ecclesiology of the church as the family of God along with other biblical images of the church, such as the people of God, flock and shepherd, and the temple of the Spirit. These images mainly describe the divine and human relationships. According to the Message of the Synod for Africa, the ecclesiological concept of the family of God originates from the Trinity, adopts the cultural characteristics of the African family, is expressed through Christian communities and is directed to evangelization through the promotion of justice and peace (85).

‘Not only did the Synod speak of inculturation, but it also made use of it, taking the Church as God's Family as its guiding idea for the evangelization of Africa. The Synod Fathers acknowledged it as an expression of the Church's nature particularly appropriate for Africa. For this image emphasizes care for others, solidarity, warmth in human relationships, acceptance, dialogue and trust. The new evangelization will thus aim at building up the Church as Family, avoiding all ethnocentrism and excessive particularism, trying instead to encourage reconciliation and true communion between different ethnic groups, favouring solidarity and the sharing of personnel and resources among the particular Churches, without undue ethnic considerations.’ (EiA, 63)

When a candidate enters the monastery, he/she undergoes a conversion to a new way of life in a new family.  We all know that this is accompanied by a completely unique set of problems in our African monasteries.  Devotion to this new family, the local Cistercian community, requires a continual devotion.  In other parts of the world, this feeling of belonging to a new family is just as much a problem, but due to the less strong family bonds, the emphasis is different.  Formation requires that we be able to lead our brothers and sisters into this new family so that the community really will “serve as a witness to fraternity and as a sign of unity in the service of a common mission.” (EiA 94)

CONTEMPLATION

According to Caesar, everything about formation has to lead to contemplation.  Ultimately, our life is about prayer.  And what is prayer, if not continually beholding the face of Christ?  Are our communities really schools of prayer?  Do we teach our candidates to pray?  In the apostolic letter of John Paul II, “Novo Millennio Ineunte...,” from 2001, we read the following appeal:  

 “Our Christian communities must become genuine ‘schools’ of prayer, where the meeting with Christ is expressed not just in imploring help but also in thanksgiving, praise, adoration, contemplation, listening and ardent devotion, until the heart truly ‘falls in love.’ Intense prayer, yes, but it does not distract us from our commitment to history:  by opening our heart to the love of God it also opens it to the love of our brothers and sisters, and makes us capable of shaping history according to God's plan.

“We have to learn to pray:  as it were learning this art ever anew from the lips of the Divine Master himself, like the first disciples:  ‘Lord, teach us to pray!’ (Lk 11:1).  Prayer develops that conversation with Christ which makes us his intimate friends:  ‘Abide in me and I in you.’ (Jn 15:4)  This reciprocity is the very substance and soul of the Christian life, and the condition of all true pastoral life.  Wrought in us by the Holy Spirit, this reciprocity opens us, through Christ and in Christ, to contemplation of the Father's face.  Learning this Trinitarian shape of Christian prayer and living it fully, above all in the liturgy, the summit and source of the Church's life, but also in personal experience, is the secret of a truly vital Christianity, which has no reason to fear the future, because it returns continually to the sources and finds in them new life.” (nr.33)

Our formation places a heavy accent on a thorough introduction to the common prayer of the Work of God and to lectio divina.  “The celebration of the Divine Office, in which the community listens to the Word of God, is a means towards a constant mindfulness of God and is therefore a school of continual prayer.”  (Ratio 9)  “Lectio, which leads to meditatio, oratio, and contemplatio, is therefore a source of continual prayer and a school of contemplation.”  (Ratio 8)  But what do we do with the observation included in the Ratio that this continual prayer also takes place in our daily work?  “…work is an opportunity for the exercise of the continual prayer that flows from lectio and the liturgy.”  (Ratio 10)  That’s why the Ratio also rightly emphasizes that formation, above all, has to help us to lead a life of continual prayer.   (Ratio 18)

Many candidates quickly become disappointed in our life when they realize that, besides prayer, there is also the reality of work and community life.  A continual process of conversion will have to take place in the prayer life of the monk and nun, and it is precisely in a persevering devotion to prayer that this can happen.  Formation will have to consist in helping persons find a good balance between prayer, work, and community life.

CONCLUSION

Caesar uses dialogue as a tool to form his novices:  he allows the novice to pose questions, and he provides an answer.  With these answers, the novice master also provides substantial guidance.  He even manages to get the novice to the point of knowing how to ask the right questions.  This method can also help us today, especially when we take the novice’s own experience as a starting point.  Caesar doesn’t present any long treatises;  rather, he tells stories about the lives and the experiences of other monks.  This can be especially helpful in the African culture, where stories already play an important role.

In the past, the Order had the so-called “Cistercian Menology,” a collection of short biographies of special monks and nuns from all over the world and throughout our entire history.  In his “Dialogue of Visions and Miracles,” Caesar really doesn’t do anything other than offer the novices examples by using short biographies of persons from the local area.  The novices know the names of the cities and villages which he mentions;  they also know the abbeys and the monasteries.  It’s probably time for the African Region to start putting together a similar African edition of the Cistercian Menology.  Our younger brothers and sisters need stories, examples of particular brothers and sisters who have preceded them along the Cistercian path.  Africa has already produced the first of its own Cistercian fruits, and this inheritance can easily be handed down:  Blessed Cyprian Tansi is a good example, but there are so many others.  A Menology doesn’t have anything to do with canonization processes for possible saints or blesseds;  it’s just a collection of stories, meant to give formative example. 

My own experience, in Kenya as well as in Uganda, has revealed that the big problem for strictly contemplative religious is that there aren’t enough examples:  they’re often the only strictly contemplative community in a young, vital, and quite active church.  The prayerful witness of a simple, laborious life in an enclosed community is not always properly understood, not even by the clergy and the hierarchy;  so when the sisters and brothers look for a comparison, they quickly end up comparing themselves to active religious, who lead a completely different way of life.  That’s why I think good examples from our own tradition are so important, as a means of supporting the deep conviction of our personal choice for Cistercian life. 

I understand that the people of Madagascar love proverbs, so let me conclude with a Dutch proverb:  words wake you up;  examples get you on you going! 

The goal of this conference has been to aid our reflection on formation.  I hope I’ve been able to show you a few challenges.  Caesar of Heisterbach regarded formation as consisting in conversion, devotion, and contemplation.  Is our formation a school of conversion?  A school of devotion?  A school of contemplation?  May the Lord himself bring us to this school of charity so that, there, He can teach us.  (see Song of Songs 8:2) 
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