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“The home of purity of life dedicated entirely to Jesus Christ, where silence is hallowed and Liturgy is a shared celebration of joy and adoration”: interview with Rev. Vincenzo Macera, parish priest at San Giuseppe Lavoratore Parish, Formia

“ I thank my God whenever I think of you, and every time I pray for you all, I always pray with joy for your partnership in the gospel from the very first day up to the present” (St Paul, Letter to the Philippians 1,3-5)

Cardinal Franc Rodè, Prefect of the Congregation for Institutes of Consecrated Life and Societies of Apostolic Life: “Beware of the danger of activism”

“The Lord knows me in my nothingness”: interview with Mother Scolastica Mastrocola, Abbess of the Benedictine Convent of Saint Scolastica, Cassino, Italy. 

The first thing I wish to emphasise is that we all, to a greater or lesser degree, have illusions about freedom; I see this clearly in every person I meet and even in young monks who enter.
We think we are free to the extent that we intensify our spiritual life, but we realise that we are all slaves to something.

It is Christ who comes to free us, to free us through his cross and he comes to offer us a new covenant of friendship with God, a covenant offered to all men and women to freely accept. Monastic life is one way of responding to this call to a vocation of intimacy with Him. 

Monastic life, contrary to what one might think, is certainly learning to serve God but it is also learning to be free. It helps us free ourselves of ties, those strong ties which keep us attached to the earth and prevent us from uniting ourselves with God. 

Therefore in freedom, total freedom, a monk is led to consecrate himself entirely to God and this freedom is absolutely indispensable if he is to persevere to the end. 

Monastic life is a spiritual battle which lasts all through life, a struggle to unite oneself totally and perfectly in charity with God and with our brothers and sisters. 
(Brother Louis Marie de Geyer d’Orth, Abbey St. Madeleine, Le Barroux, 

from www.diopaceodominio.it)

“The home of purity of a life dedicated entirely to Jesus Christ, where silence is hallowed and Liturgy is a shared celebration of joy and adoration”: interview with Rev. Vincenzo Macera, parish priest at San Giuseppe Lavoratore Parish, Formia

“It is a small convent with eleven nuns, all from Bangladesh. Missionaries often bring people to meet the nuns, to talk and to pray with them. The convent is a presence, a reminder, a witness of faith, a proof of the necessity to contemplate the Mystery, as Pope Benedict XVI has said”. We were told this by Rev Vincenzo Macera, parish priest at San Giuseppe Lavoratore, Formia, Italy who spent two weeks in Dinajpur, Bangladesh, at the Convent of St Clare from 26 January to 12 February 2009. The convent was inaugurated on 16 May 2008. “The charisma of these Poor Clare Adorers of the Blessed Sacrament is a life of total poverty and perpetual adoration”, Rev Vincenzo told Fides. 

Had you been to Bangladesh before? 

Yes twenty eight years ago. This time I went back for missionary finalities and to verify my priestly vocation. 

What was your impression of Bangladesh all these years later? 

Bangladesh is a Muslim majority country. Catholics are a small minority among a population of about 150 million. This in itself is an obstacle to evangelisation, although the missionaries I met are open and attentive to dialogue with the Muslim majority. What is more Bangladesh is one of the world's poorest countries and the situation has changed little since my first visit. However today despite dire poverty I see many people trying to do something to help build situations of development. 

You said you went to Bangladesh for missionary finalities… 

Yes, because our parish is working with an Italian lay engineer on a modest programme to support young people in their studies in the diocese of Dinajpur, in the north of the country: we pay school expenses for 5-6 years. A drop in the ocean. This is not adoption it is just a little support for the admirable work of these missionaries. I visited a leprosy care centre in Taigal, also in the north, a new school and a church were recently opened there and activity is based principally on the work of catechists. 

Do these contemplative nuns help the missionaries in their work? 

They help a great deal. In their hours of adoration they pray for priests and religious dedicated to direct apostolate, with they prayer they are collaborators. Living for Jesus Christ they remind us that the source of all action is the Lord and that the Lord must intervene to convert a heart. My encounter with them remains in my heart because they teach one to grow in the dimension of service. 

What is the cloister for you? 

For many years in Rome I served as confessor for the Augustinian Nuns at the convent of Santi Quattro Coronati: those nuns were an extraordinary discovery. The cloister is the home of purity of a life dedicated entirely to Jesus Christ, where silence is hallowed and Liturgy is a shared celebration of joy and adoration". 

On 2 February 2009, Feast of the Lord's Presentation in the Temple and the 13th Day for Consecrated Life, in St Peter's Basilica Cardinal Franc Rodé, Prefect of the Congregation for Institutes of Consecrated Life and Societies of Apostolic Life, presided Mass for members of Institutes of Consecrated Life and Societies of Apostolic Life. In his homily with the title, Witnesses of Great Hope, among other things Cardinal Rodè said: 

“The Holy Father has explicitly recalled that the supreme freedom which Christian hope gives believers, is revealed especially in martyrdom, but also in all those men and women down through the centuries who have renounced everything to follow Christ, «monks in early Christian times, down to Francis of Assisi and men and women of our day who, in modern institutes and religious Movements, for love of Christ have left everything to carry to others faith and love for Christ» (SS 8). The Pope adds: «as we contemplate these figures, their way of acting and living is a 'proof' of things to come, Christ's promise is not only a reality awaited, it is a true presence» (SS 8). We, consecrated men and women, are those persons of whom the Pope speaks. We are called to give visible and credible witness to the 'great hope' which the Church bears and which man needs so as not to remain imprisoned in his own small horizon and resign himself, in the end, to the failure of death ”.

The Cardinal added: “In the present difficult period for consecrated life we should not forget that, with Jesus, misunderstanding, frailty, marginalisation and even death, have become places in which life thrives. It is at these times that we are called to render more visible attitudes which are the foundation of gospel discipleship: trust in God and giving of self. It is in times of trial that we are called to show the radical decision we have made. John Paul II recalled «what is required of each individual is not success, but commitment to faithfulness... a collapse which is not measured by a decrease in numbers but by a failure to cling steadfastly to the Lord and to personal vocation and mission» (VC 63). We all know that «the Church cannot do without the consecrated life» (VC 105) which contributes its own  «unique way to the transfiguration of the world» (VC 110), because, as Paul VI used to say, the very mission of the Church would be jeopardised (ET 3). Saint Teresa, instructed by the Lord himself and aware that institutes were by no means flourishing, wrote: «What would the world be without religious men and women?» (Vita 32, 1i). Benedict XVI, recalling a thought of Saint Bernard and an early ecclesiastic author on the responsibility of monks for the whole Church, affirms: «The human race lives thanks to a few; without these few the world would end» (SS 15). The Council, in turn, solemnly affirmed that consecrated life «undeniably belongs to the Church's life and holiness (LG 44 ). This means that the consecrated life, present in the Church from the beginning, can never fail to be one of her essential and characteristic elements, for it expresses her very nature» (VC 29). From the standpoint of the Christian life as a whole, the vocation to the consecrated life is, despite its renunciations and trials, and indeed because of them, a path "of light" over which the Redeemer keeps constant watch: "Rise, and have no fear".(VC 40).
The Cardinal concluded as follows: “By leaving everything and following Christ you consecrated men and women, in a special way, are called to be a concrete parable and an existential prophecy of powerless all-powerfulness of an «eternal and infinite love which is at the very root of our being» which captures peoples (VC 18b), demonstration and proof of the «unsurpassed breadth of the strength of Christ the King and the infinite power of the Holy Spirit marvellously working in the Church. » (LG 44c). The Church always needs these witnesses to render visible  the message she announces the absolute certainty of love which saves. Consecrated persons express their spiritual fruitfulness by becoming receptive to the Word, in order to contribute to the growth of a new humanity by their unconditional dedication and their living witness (cfr. VC, 34).

The prophetic witness of consecrated life, perhaps the most necessary for the Church today, is to proclaim the absolute love of God, to keep alive and visible the desire for a definitive encounter with Him. A desire which expresses its dynamism deep in the heart of the Church-Bride who seeks her Lord and at the same time, reveals the extent of love and fidelity. St Paul writes: «Since you have been raised up to be with Christ, you must look for the things that are above, where Christ is, sitting at God's right hand.» (Col 3,1). Paul does not exhort, he makes a statement: those who are risen, seek the things that are above. We show that we have entered a new life and we are living a new life if we keep the flame of 'great hope' burning. Therefore consecrated persons with their radical renunciation in order to “live for God alone”, are called not only to keep this flame burning, but also to make it visible. This is a service which the Church expects from them and of which especially lay Christians, continually harassed by the worries of this world, have great need to avoid being misled and enslaved by material goods which perish”.

“I thank my God whenever I think of you, and every time I pray for you all, I always pray with joy for your partnership in the gospel from the very first day up to the present” (Saint Paul, (Letter to the Philippians 1,3-5)

At the end of that Mass, Pope Benedict XVI came to St Peter's Basilica and addressing consecrated men and women he said: “In this Year of St Paul, I make my own the Apostle's words: "I give thanks to my God every time I think of you which is constantly, in every prayer I utter rejoicing, as I plead on your behalf, at the way you have all continually helped promote the gospel from the very first day" (Phil 1: 3-5). In this greeting addressed to the Christian community of Philippi, Paul expresses the affectionate remembrance he cherishes of all who live the Gospel personally and toil to pass it on, combining the care of their interior life with the effort of the apostolic mission. ”.

The Holy Father continued: “ In the Church's tradition, St Paul has always been recognized as father and teacher of those, called by the Lord, who have chosen unconditional dedication to him and to his Gospel. Various religious Institutes are named after St Paul and draw from him a specific charismatic inspiration. One can say that he repeats to all consecrated men and women a forthright and affectionate invitation: "Be imitators of me, as I am of Christ" (1 Cor 11: 1). What in fact is consecrated life if not radical imitation of Jesus, total "sequela" of him? (cf. Mt 19: 27-28). Well, in all this Paul represents a sound pedagogical mediation: imitating him in the following of Jesus, dear friends, is the privileged way to correspond fully to your vocation of special consecration in the Church.” 

From the voice of St Paul “ we can recognize a lifestyle that expresses the substance of consecrated life inspired by the evangelical counsels of poverty, chastity and obedience. He sees the life of poverty as the guarantee of a Gospel proclamation carried out totally gratuitously (cf. 1 Cor 9: 1-23) while at the same time he expresses concrete solidarity to his brethren in need…. Paul is also an apostle who, in accepting God's call to chastity, gave his heart to the Lord in an undivided manner to be able to serve his brethren with even greater freedom and dedication … Then concerning obedience it suffices to note that doing God's will and the "daily pressure upon me of my anxiety for all the churches" motivated, shaped and consummated his existence, rendered a sacrifice that found favour with God.”.

Another fundamental aspect of Paul's life of consecration underlined by the Pope was missionary activity: “ He belongs wholly to Jesus in order, like Jesus, to belong to all; indeed, to be Jesus for all: "I have become all things to all men, that I might by all means save some" (1 Cor 9: 22). In him, so closely united to the person of Christ, we recognize a profound capacity for combining spiritual life and missionary action. In him the two dimensions refer to each other reciprocally. And thus we can say that he belongs to the ranks of those "mystical builders" whose existence is both contemplative and active, open to God and to the brethren, in order to carry out an effective service to the Gospel”. Last of all, mentioning the Instruction on the Service of Authority and Obedience, Benedict XVI said: " I hope that the Pauline Year will nourish still more in you the determination to accept the testimony of St Paul, meditating every day upon the word of God with the faithful practice of lectio divina …May he also help you to carry out your apostolic service in and with the Church with a spirit of communion without reservation, making a gift of your own charisms to others (cf. 1 Cor 14: 12), and witnessing in the first place to the greatest charism which is charity. (cf. 1 Cor 13).

Cardinal Franc Rodè, Prefect of the Congregation for Institutes of Consecrated Life and Societies of Apostolic Life: “Beware of the danger of activism”.

According to information released (November 2008), at a Plenary of the Congregation for Institutes of Consecrated Life and Societies of Apostolic Life, in the world today there are about 12,800 men religious living in 905 monasteries, with an average number of 15 per community, mainly in urban settings and involved in local Church pastoral activity. The Church's 48,000 women religious Sisters live in 3,520 communities, two thirds of which are situated in Europe.

In his opening address to the Plenary, Vatican radio reported, the Cardinal said monastic life today "is experiencing difficult times, not of spiritual decadence, but of poverty and frailty”, with communities “sadly diminishing and some even on the way to extinction”. 

Nevertheless, he said, thanks to the capacity to draw people to the things of the spirit, monastic communities still have a great responsibility and the Church expects them to give “powerful witness of God's presence and His love for every human person”. 

The Cardinal prefect focused his address on three points: living celibacy and community life in a radical manner, avoiding the danger of activism, giving attention to formation in order to rediscover sapiential wisdom. 

With regard to the danger of activism, Cardinal Rodé stigmatised a “great danger” for monastic life today: he warned of “a sort of fever for mission, a temptation for visibility and super-exposition, perhaps fired by the best of intentions, but which is a threat to the gratuitousness and simplicity of an authentic Christian life, a life which fosters comprehension of the 'folly of the cross' embraced by men and women who put nothing before love for Christ". Therefore, he concluded, despite the present difficulties, if monasticism “remains faithful” to its vocation to “seek God in Jesus Christ”, it's life will speak of celebration, a celebration of faith, and faith celebrated will be a means of handing on the faith, and faith lived will be a path of humanisation and authentic culture”.

“The Lord knows me in my nothingness”: interview with Mother Scolastica Mastrocola, Abbess of the Benedictine Convent of Saint Scolastica, Cassino, Italy

Reverend Mother, how would you describe enclosed convent life?

A enclosed convent is a place in which to encounter God. Here in the convent the Lord is the centre of everything and every person at all times. Indeed the question posed to aspirants who come knocking at the door is simply “do you truly seek God?”. 

Saint Benedict, says profoundly that this could never happen if God had not sought us first with his freely given love. Therefore the attitude of the nun is listening: our Holy Rule says “Listen, my son …” and this is repeated throughout the Rule in other forms.

Listen carefully, my son, to the master's instructions, and attend to them with the ear of your heart. This is advice from a father who loves you; welcome it, and put it faithfully into practice. The labour of obedience will bring you back to him from whom you had drifted through the sloth of disobedience. This message of mine is for you, then, if you are ready to give up your own will, once and for all, and armed with the strong and noble weapons of obedience to do battle for the true King, Christ the Lord.. Benedictine Rule, Prologue I

What are the essential traits of convent life?

There is one essential element: detachment form the world, so that the life of each individual and of the whole community is wrapped in silence. Solitude facilitates listening to God and a continual conversation with Him.

The Holy Spirit prefers to dwell away from crowds, arguments and conflict: indeed the Holy Spirit makes his home in solitude. Our Lord and Saviour, when he wanted to pray, withdrew to be alone and prayed all night (Mt 14,23; Lk 6,12). During the day he was with his disciples, at night He conversed with the Father and prayed for us. 

What is the point of all this?  Some of the brothers say: “If I remain in the cenoby, can I not pray on my own!”. Did the Lord send his disciples away? No, he stayed with them; but to pray, he retired to be alone.

We too, if we want to pray more than when we are in community, we go to our cell, or to the fields, to lonely places! We draw benefit from the virtues both of community life and of solitude. (Jerome, Homilies on Mark I, I2)

What is obedience?

We obey one another. Obedience is a daily way of doing the will of God, through another person. So all human things, all human conflict is clothed in the Divine, becoming a moment of perpetual redemption in day to day gestures. 

The more we deny self, the more we make room in our soul for the Beauty of the Most High.

What can be sweeter, more pleasing, more delightful than living as obedient disciples obeying orders received and doing nothing of one's own will? This is true submission; this is the blessed life; this is the struggle which painful and painless: painful for one still ruled by his own will, painless for one who has renounced his own will and is able to say with the Apostle: ‘It is not I who live, but Christ who lives in me (Gal 2,20). Because he lives no longer for his own will thanks to the mediation of the motto ‘living for God (Rom 6, 10), and ‘openly reflecting as in a mirror the glory of the Lord' , he is transfigured ‘in the same image, an image of increasing glory, through the working of the Holy Spirit of the Lord (Cor 2-3, 18), as it is written. The person detached from the world has no fear of death: he lives without worry or anxiety totally dedicated with his whole self to God. 

Whereas the person who lives according to his own will, mutilates the laws of submission, acting according to his own will and pleasing himself, living a pitiful life, ‘chained by the devil to doing his own will (Tm 2-2, 26). Even if he appears to fast, keep vigil or engage in some good work, it is of no value since ‘anything which does not come from the faith is sinful’ (Rom 14, 23), and anything not in keeping with the common Rule is proper to the one who does it and foreign to authentic piety. (Theodore Studite, Little catechesis 14)

How much time is devoted to speaking with God individually and in community?

Our conversation with God, as I said earlier, is continual. Certain hours in the day, the most fruitful, are dedicated to Lectio Divina. This is community or individual reading of the Word of God, which in actual fact, accompanies the whole day: in choir, in the refectory, while we work. 

Living with me in the monastery was Brother Antonio, who longed every day with abundant tears for the joys of the heavenly home: when he meditated the words of Holy Scripture, he sought therein not the words of knowledge but the tears of compunction, to awaken and enflame  his mind and, abandoning earthly realities, through contemplation he was elevated towards the heavenly home. (Gregory Great, Dialogues IV, 49,2)

For nuns in a cloister what value has the Word of God?

The Word of God is the principal food of cloistered life. The Word pondered and assimilated by each of us; this fosters prayer-conversation with God and can lead to the highest peak of contemplation, when God's grace finds a soul which is attentive and generous.

The best way to discern our duty is to meditate the Scriptures inspired by God. In the Scriptures we can find suggestions for our action and the lives of blessed men and women are transmitted to us in writing,  as images of life lived according to God, and proposed for us to imitate. Each one can dwell on his weaknesses and find, like in a public hospital, the right medicine to cure his sickness. (Basil of Cesarea, Letters 2,3)

What is the Liturgy of the Hours for you?

It is the culmination of our Lectio Divina: it is called Opus Dei par excellence (= Liturgy of the Hours). This prayer, flowing day and night, is the Word of God heard and celebrated and sung (Psalms) together in choir with our sisters “in front of the angels and the Divinity ”.

In your prayers, use no sophisticated words, because the simple, repetitive babble of children often succeeds in melting the heart of Our Father in Heaven (Mt 6, 9).

Do not labour to speak many words when you pray (Mt 6, 7), so your mind does not wander in search of words. 

One word on the part of the publican was enough to win him God's mercy (Lk 18, 13), and one cry of faith saved the good thief (Lc 23, 42-43). 

The use of many words in prayer often causes the mind to wander, filling it with images, whereas repetition of one formula fosters recollection of the mind. 

When a word in your prayer fills you with sweetness or compunction, linger on it, because at that moment our guardian Angel is praying for us. (John Climacus, The Steps XXVIII, 8-I0)

What is the Eucharist for the life of a community in an enclosed Order?

It is the apex and the synthesis of community life. Saint Benedict realised this from the beginning and insisted as a monastic vocational source not only Baptism, but also and especially the Mysteries celebrated at the Altar. He saw included in Christ's offering, the same offering of self made by the monk with his Profession with the triple Suscipe me, Domine, secundum eloquim tuum…”, sung in front of the altar and in front of the community of brothers. This is why the Certificate of Profession is signed and placed on the Altar.

Therefore the monastic charisma does not shut monks and nun out of Christian life, instead it roots them more profoundly in the baptismal-eucharistic reality, that is the Ministry of Christ, who died and is risen. Briefly, the monastic life is Lectio Divina and Opus Dei, which have their summit in the Eucharistic Mystery: this is the atmosphere of convent life where, with purity of heart, nuns seek God.

Antonio differed from the others not for his height or his imposing aspect, but instead for his disposition and purity of soul. Because his soul was at peace, his outward behaviour was peaceful: the joy in his heart gave him a happy face and his bodily movements revealed the inner state of his soul, as it is written: “ Glad heart means happy face, where the heart is sad the spirit is broken” (Pr 15, I3). 

Thus James understood that Laban was meditating some snare, and said to the women: “ your father's manner towards me is not as it was in the past” (Gen 31, 5); thus Samuel recognised David (Sam i6, I2): his eyes instilled joy and his teeth were as white as milk (Gen 49, 1”). And so too one recognised Antonio: he was never perturbed, because his soul was at peace; his face was never dark, because his soul was filled with joy. (Athanasius of Alexandria, Life of Antonio 67, 5-8)

Cloistered nuns are often stigmatised as being useless, because - people say - they are not immersed in the “doing” of life …

A smile appears on the lips of Reverend Mother.

The nuns have their eyes and ears, indeed all their senses set on God Almighty. This means that we who are trained to read and interpret the texts and events of the past, learn to understand ourselves, and the communities around us, the vicissitudes of the Church and the world, the “signs of the times”, from God's point of view and in the real interests of the Kingdom. 

Familiarity with the thought of God, present in His word and in his plan of Love which embraces every event and every person, is the key to understanding reality and this means “prophecy”, an eminent gift, underlined by St Gregory the Great and shared by every authentic nun.

Live and consider yourself a foreigner in your attitude towards the brothers of the community, and even more towards people you know in the world.

With a contrite and humble heart, curled up at the feet of the brothers of the community, as a person who in the dark disappears, unknown and totally non existent. (Simeon Studite, Ascetic Discourse II.I9)

Does this explain why people who speak frequently with nuns notice that their 'reading'  of the events of the world is more accurate than the 'reading' of people living in the world?  

Yes, this often happens. But, as I said earlier, it is a great gift of God, when authentic “prophecy”, helps prevent on the one hand, excessive sacralisation, that is the inability to respect the legitimate autonomy of the created world and on the other erroneous dualism which counterposes the Sacred and the profane, Heaven and earth, the Church and the world. 

By no means insignificant, besides, the universally recognised fact that Benedictine respected, cultivated and protected the goods of the earth, the economy of labour, the arts and culture old and new. 

If you live in the world, strive to practice the virtues suited to those in the world; but if you are a monk, distinguish yourself in works in which monks should excel. If however you wish to engage in the one and the other of these things you will fail in both… The Lord left in the world those who are to serve him and care for his children, and chose for himself those who are to celebrate His liturgy before Him. (Isacco di Ninive, Ascetic Discourses 79)

What are the prerogatives of a Mother Abbess?

In my personal experience, I think of myself as a nun like my sisters, but with the duty to love them more in a spirit of service. I do not think of myself as given to God through ascetic prayer alone, I am deeply convinced that I can only really reach Him if I offer myself as a humble gift to the community.

You see we all live and long “sibi ivicem e sub caritate”, as we open to love and relate more and more to others rather than to one's self, to one's own judgement, convenient and advantageous. My principle task is to listen to and understand my sisters, so that “ human business” becomes “God's business”. I am humbly aware that the Lord knows my nothingness but I live in the certainty of His love and His mercy, which covers my every weakness. 

This fosters an atmosphere of inner peace and gives us a glimpse of the Beauty of Paradise. We journey continually  seeking and thirsting for Him alone, since this is the reason for the life of every human person, whether espoused with God or living the secular life. 

You see, a lay person has not received the infinite gift which we enjoy undeservedly and this is why we pray, we implore and we unite ourselves daily with the sufferings of others. We make the same effort to unite ourselves with the suffering of the holy souls in purgatory, because – you see – we have no longer need of the two dimensions of space and time, earth and heaven. There is simply the desire to immerse ourselves in Him and in every soul in the universe. 

You, guides and superiors of monasteries and convents, to whom humanity is entrusted … you await the coming of the Lord (Tt 2, I3) and you are preparing His army. Be sure not to restore them with material things without conceding them spiritual nourishment, or on the contrary, to teach spiritual things while afflicting them in material matters, that is in food and clothing. Instead offer them both spiritual and material food, without offering any occasion for negligence. What justice is this: oppressing others with fatigue while we are idle, or imposing on them a yoke which we ourselves cannot carry ? (Acts 15, 10)? We read in the Gospel: “ the judgements you give are the judgements you will get ” (Mt 7, 2). Let us share with them fatigue and rest, not considering our disciples as slaves, nor their affliction our joy, so that the word of the Gospel does not rebuke us together with the Pharisees: “ 'Alas for you lawyers as well, because you load on people burdens that are unendurable, burdens that you yourselves do not touch with your fingertips. ” (Lk 11, 46; Mt 23, 4) (Orsiesi, Testament 7)

Reverend Mother, do you watch television?

Only when there are Papal Masses or programmes about the Holy Father, but we do read various daily news papers. We are in the world without being of the world. We know the world and we love it with all its ills, since we know that God allows these ills in view of a superior good …… In God everything is perfect, His every desire is our desire and to do His will is our joy.

To withdraw from the world means not leaving it physically, but detaching the soul from the body and becoming without city, without home, without property, without attachment for friends, without personal belongings, without means of subsistence, without business, without relationships, ignorant of human teaching, ready to receive the mark of divine teaching on our heart. (Basil of Cesarea, Letters 2, 2)

How does a nun relate to her family?

We love our family no less than those living in the world, but in a different way. We do not long to see  them or to return home. We desire to remain in our Convent. The Cloister has a fourth vow: stability, according to the Rue of St Benedict (4, 78): “The workshop in which we can best use all these tools are the monastery boundaries and community stability”. We enter the convent and we leave it when to go to the house we love even more: the House of the Father.

Theodore once asked a brother about the Scripture passage which says: “ Anyone who comes to me without hating father, mother ” and so forth (Lc 14, 26): “How do you understand this?”. And the brother replied: “Scripture uses demanding words, to help us keep them at least in part. How could we ever hate our parents?”. He said this because he visited his parents frequently and was unable to detach himself from the worldly way of thinking (Rom 8,6) although he had heard such authoritative teaching. Theodore answered to put him to the test: “Is this your faith, o 'Tabennesioti?' The Gospel says this and you say that ? I will leave this place, I will stay no longer! I was happy where I was before: there the fathers never disowned the Gospel!”. And he made as if to withdraw to go into hiding. The brother went to Father Pachomius and informed him of what had happened; and Pachomius replied: “He is a novice did you not know? Make haste and find him because if he leaves for this reason, our name will suffer”. When the brother found him and began to scold him, Theodore said: if you wish me to stay and see what you say is true, confess before the Lord and the brothers that you will obey the Gospel!”. The brother did so and from that moment on he stopped going to visit his parents. (Greek lives by  Pachomius I, 68)

What is death for a nun?

Death is the long desired embrace with the Loved One. The completion of our life. Just think, when we enter the convent the church bells toll for us, but when we die they chime!!!

Life in religious Houses is never disturbed by crying or shouting: it is never contaminated with such displeasing things or noise. Of course death comes to them too, since their bodies are not immortal; but they do not consider death, as death. They sing hymns as they accompany the dead brother to the tomb, and they call this act a “procession” rather than a “funeral”. And when they announce the death of a brother, they do so with great joy and happiness, or better, no one would dare to say the man is dead, but rather that he has reached perfection. There follow thanksgiving and long prayers of praise and expression of joy, and the others say they hope to end the struggle in the same way, to rest from fatigue and torment and to see Christ. When one of them falls ill, there are not tears or laments, but again prayers: very often a sick person is healed not by the hands of doctors but by faith alone. And although doctors may be needed, in this case too they are persons of great wisdom and moderation. Here there is neither wife who lets down her hair nor children who lament that they are orphans before they are, nor servants who beg him as he gives his last breath to provide for them by entrusting them to someone else, but the soul, free of all this, with the final breath thinks of only one thing: how to leave the world in a manner pleasing to God. (John Chrysostom, Homilies on Timothy 14, 5)

(Quotations taken from “Il cammino del monaco” La vita monastica secondo la tradizione dei padri, author Luigi d’Ayala Valva, publisher Qiqajon 2009.)
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