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Introduction:  
Good morning and welcome to our time together.  I begin by paying our respects to the traditional owners of the land on which we meet today, the Gadigal people of the Eora nation, and to their Elders past and present. Thank you to the Sisters of the Good Samaritan of the Order of St. Benedict, Good Samaritan Education network, and St. Scholastica School for hosting us this week.  And to all of you for being here this morning.  
First, a note on terminology and sources - I am using the term Benedictines throughout the presentation to refer to the women and men who have committed their lives to living the way of Benedict as members of the Order of St. Benedict, Sisters of the Good Samaritan, Cistercians, and others; Benedictine to refers to the tradition they live and pass on. I struggled with language to describe the partners in Benedictine education who do not make monastic vows, yet who share a commitment to Benedictine education.  For today, I settled on the term non-monastic.  The primary document to which I will be referring is the Rule of St. Benedict (RB), the translation published by Liturgical Press, Collegeville, MN, 1981.

It is a delight and honor to speak with you about a tradition founded by Benedict of Nursia in the 6th century; A Christian tradition over 1500 years old; a tradition whose wisdom speaks to oblates and other seekers; a tradition many of you live and practice as Benedictines; and a tradition whose wisdom all of us here seek to impart to the next generation.  The Benedictine tradition is built on the belief that in community we find God as community members daily support and challenge each other in the way they live their lives.  Lives that are meant to foster a love of learning, desire for God, to love as God loves by living the gospel, and wisdom.  It is this tradition that we, non-monastics, enter as we participate in the Benedictine education of students as a community.
Benedict’s vision of community is realistic as he provides tools, guidance, and structure for living with all varieties of people; as well as our own gifts, foibles, strengths, and weaknesses.  In a world awash with individualism, disillusionment with leaders, whether ecclesial or governmental, and increasing division between people and suspicion of those perceived as “other” and other social concerns it is possible to lose hope.  We have all experienced the difficulties and disappointments of living and working in community.  Yet, we have also experienced the capacity of communities to build bridges, good leadership, the joys, hopes, and life-giving aspects of communal life.  Thus, the ancient Rule of Benedict provides direction, insight, and wisdom for our communal endeavors.  Endeavors which seek to bring about a world focused on the common good, stewardship of our resources, care for our common home, human dignity, the flourishing of all, and more.  For those of us gathered here, the schools where we educate young people or the administrative offices overseeing the education networks serve as the venues where we apply and attempt to live the wisdom of the Rule of Benedict.  
 We know that Benedictine education is shaped by the contemporary women and men who live the monastic life guided and structured by the Rule of St. Benedict.  Yet, many of these monastic communities here in Australia and elsewhere are asking what does Catholic Benedictine education look like when the numbers of Benedictines, including those teaching, are diminishing in number?  How does the charism and educational philosophy continue to shape a school or system when the non-monastic faculty, administration, and staff do not have the same formation or foundation in the charism as the monastic members themselves?  

At the same time, we non-monastics often ask what does a decision to teach and work in a Benedictine school mean?  How do we help carry on a tradition with its charism, Rule of Benedict, and practices that may or may not be familiar?  What are the implications of various Benedictine practices for how we teach and conduct ourselves - practices such as prayer, stability, listening, and communal life?  What do we bring from other formative experiences that makes certain Benedictine practices difficult or resonate for us?   
These questions and state of the world were the starting point for my considerations this morning.  My time partnering in Benedictine post-secondary education with the Benedictine women in St. Joseph, MN and the Benedictine men in Collegeville, MN, praying with those communities, my ongoing friendships and conversations with many of them is the well of experience from which I draw.  My remarks comprise some of my ongoing learning about the Rule of Benedict, Benedictine spirituality, and implications for Benedictine education.  Since storylines are part of this week’s theme, I have chosen to weave several personal stories into this presentation.  My hope is that you find points of connection with your own experiences. 
Key insights from this morning can be summarized as 1) Benedict names the monastery as the school of life for Benedictines – where in a community, they commit to, they learn to respond to God’s call to love as God loves, to follow the gospel, learning to choose life over death.  For non-monastics seeking God, we learn the same things in the communities (or schools of life) we form outside monastery walls.   In the Benedictine educational endeavor shared by all of us here, the school community becomes a common school of life for us all.  2) Contact, conversation, and friendships with Benedictines helps help non-monastics to foster our ability to understand and pass on the wisdom in the Rule of Benedict through our teaching and our lives.  3) Forming our students in the Benedictine way of life based on the Rule of Benedict invites us to commitment to disciplines and practices that lead us to seek God, to love, to become loving human beings.  4)  Our knowledge and capacity to live the insights from the Rule of Benedict develop, deepen, and expand over time.  It helps to take a long view of our own and our students’ development and growth as we slowly imbibe and are nourished by the Benedictine tradition as we to live our commitment to Benedictine education.   
The first story.  While doing research for these remarks I found myself slowly reading, re-reading, savoring, considering, reflecting upon and praying with various insights and wisdom about the Rule of Benedict, Benedictine practices, and commitments.  This made the research proceed at a snail’s pace and I started to worry about completing this presentation before its due date.  Yet, when Cistercian Michael Casey recommended reading his book of reflections on the Prologue of Benedict’s Rule of Benedict as a type of lectio, possibly over a year, I laughed out loud.
  As slowly as the reading and research was going, I apparently was not reading some material as slowly as intended.  However, as I was reminded that slow and prayerful reading – lectio divina - is crucial for Benedictine life.  Quantity is not the goal.  Slow reading allows for reflection and a slow absorption of the wisdom embedded in the Rule of Benedict, scripture, and other spiritual reading.  This principle also holds when reading for information is intended.  Reading slowly creates the space for the desires for God and a life lived well to emerge and change us over time as we develop scripture-based habits of thought, speech, and action, along the way seeing where change still needs to happen.  
While Benedictine spirituality fosters change in the individual, this change ultimately is directed outward into the transformation of the broader community.  As American Benedictine Joan Chittister writes, Benedictine spirituality helps us deal with the issues and concerns that we face today, issues such as “stewardship, relationships, authority, community, balance, work, simplicity, prayer, and spiritual and psychological development.”
  Thus, Benedictine spirituality is both ancient and new.
The Rule of Benedict with its emphasis on forming people in seeking Christ above all and learning to love through communal living means that educating students in a Benedictine key does include imparting information, data, and technical knowledge about school subjects.  More importantly Benedictine education is an approach to a way of life, about passing on life lessons, aiding growth in self-knowledge which helps us live better in community, and engaging more deeply the concerns of the world, and the practices that lead to love of Christ, neighbor, self, and even enemies.  Therefore, today I invite you join me in a type of lectio divina about some aspects of Benedictine teaching and practices that could shape our approach to education by helping make Benedictine wisdom breathe, grow, and sing in educational communities.  Educate is what we do.  How and why we educate are rooted in and motivated by the Benedictine spirit found in the Rule of Benedict and embodied by the various founding communities of our institutions.

The Sisters of the Good Samaritan state their Benedictine educational philosophy in this way: we are “committed to developing students who will engage with today’s world as grounded, hope-filled young people who are equipped to lead wisely, to listen deeply and to treat their neighbours and their environment with justice, love and the compassion of Christ.”  These commitments are rooted in the Rule of Benedict as a wisdom tradition; the importance of schooling the affections in mercy, compassion, justice, and love; and practicing hospitality writ large.  It includes a commitment to women’s voices, experience, and presence in leadership positions.
  
Educating and governing in Benedictine schools with an educational philosophy geared toward wisdom, justice, love, and compassion requires practicing what we intend for our students. As a result, we learn about Benedictine history, values, practices and commitments in order to teach them to our students, engaging and developing their intellect.  As we develop programs aimed at our students’ character formation, we are invited to reflect on our own spirituality, personal experience, practice, and ongoing engagement with the Rule of Benedict.  For if Benedict expects Abbots and Prioresses to model within their communities’ behaviors and dispositions for living a life of discipleship, he might expect the same for administrators and educators in Benedictine schools.  We are invited and hopefully aspire to model, even if imperfectly, the practices for the journey we accompany our students on. 
As the Good Samaritan formation policy states: “Benedict’s invitation to ‘Listen carefully and attend with the ear of the heart’ (RB Prologue 1) is extended to all who are called to engage with the Gospel and live out the values of Good Samaritan Benedictine spirituality.”
  This listening, attending, practicing takes place in communities of people who are striving to also listen, attend, and practice Benedictine spirituality.  Our presence here at this conference and at the schools in the Benedictine tradition speak to our “yes” to Benedict’s invitation to “Listen carefully, my son [my daughter], to the master’s instructions, and attend to them with the ear of your heart. This is the advice from [one] who loves you; welcome it, and faithfully put it into practice. (RB, Prologue 1)” 
Please consider for a moment what your “yes” to Benedictine education has meant for you, your students, or your institutions? 

Openness to Benedictine Formation as a non-monastic

Benedict provides many chapters on the formation of men and women who join the monastery, including guidance for the various ways they enter.  However, chapter 63 titled “Community Rank” always captures my attention.  Benedict in this chapter says that “monastics keep their rank in the monastery according to the date of their entry, the virtue of their lives, and the decision of the prioress or abbot. (RB 63:1)” The date of entry functions as a leveler for those who enter; all are equal. Ranking based on rich/poor, educated/uneducated and other social markers for ranking people is overruled by the date of entry.  This principle becomes the marker of rank because like baptism it marks the beginning of a new way of life, a beginning that expands, deepens, and nuances prior formation as disciples of Christ.  The principle of rank means a letting go of societal ranking and embracing a new way of being.  While Benedict requires respect for elders and the wisdom that arises from living the monastic life for decades, he recognizes that newer members might be more virtuous or have more wisdom.  And lest monastics think too highly of themselves, the prioress or abbot can change their standing for good reason.  
In our school settings I think we can interpret the verse about rank with meanings such as the following: 1) We are mentored by and learn about Benedictine education from people who have been at our schools longer, no matter their age or position (administrators, assistants, educators, janitors, kitchen crew, etc.); 2) We recognize that we will learn from those who arrive after us; 3) In our interactions with students and parents we seek to level and overrule rank as determined by societal standards.  All students and parents are equal and due respectful engagement no matter what their background is; 4) We acknowledge the gifts we all bring and remain open to formation.  This openness to learning and ongoing formation is summed up in RB 73:8, where Benedict asks that the Benedictines “With Christ’s help, keep this little rule that we have written for beginners.” This Rule of Benedict is read three times a year.  What is worth learning and keeping requires repetition, as well as practice, in order to acquire the depth to live it.  
The living history of keeping the Rule of Benedict resides in the lives and stories of the members of the sponsoring Monasteries or Abbeys.  By stories, I mean the history of how the founding community arrived in each place.  What challenges did the founders face?  Why does the current community stay?  Why did they start an education ministry and educational networks?  How have they interpreted the Rule of Benedict?  What are their primary narratives and symbol structure that remind them of who they are?  Why did individual Benedictines come and why do they stay? Where have they found God in their communities, in each other, and the world? How do they understand their spirituality?  What wisdom do they have born of successes and failures? 
In turn non-monastics offer the stories of our lives, including how we entered Benedictine education.  Learning and sharing our stories enriches our formation because the stories give flesh, color, depth, and a robustness to what it means to keep the Rule of Benedict.     
Here is part of my story with Benedictine education and formation.  After 4 years teaching secondary school with the Marists, and almost 15+ years either being educated by Jesuits or working in Jesuit education I arrived at the College of Saint Benedict and St. John’s University in Central Minnesota.  My Benedictine colleagues joked with me about my Jesuit formation and about helping me shed it.  They liked to remind me the Benedictine tradition was older, as well as  the fact that Ignatius borrowed and incorporated certain practices from the Rule of Benedict into his Spiritual Exercises.  At first, I took this as simple good-natured teasing.  While my Jesuit formation was and remains important, over time, the wisdom inherent in my Benedictine colleagues’ words became apparent as I began seeing differences in the Ignatian and Benedictine approaches.  I began more actively participating in formation activities to learn how to contribute better to the mission of Benedictine education rooted in Benedictine Spirituality and the Rule of Benedict. 
Practically, formation began at faculty and staff orientation with a brief presentation on Benedictine understandings of the importance of place (stability).  We were given several small bound essays, one on Benedictine education written by Benedictines Emmanuel Renner, Mary Reuter, and John Klassen, all leaders in their communities or college.
  The second was a collection of reflections by the Benedictines on being a monastic in central Minnesota at both St. Ben’s and St. John’s.  These readings were a start and I still reference them.    
Formation continued through friendships with monastic women and men; Benedictines whose stories, insights, and lives taught and continue to teach me about the Benedictine way of life.  Reading and re-reading the Rule of Benedict, researching and writing on various Benedictine practices and values, attending presentations by Benedictines, spiritual direction with Benedictines, as well as praying the Liturgy of the Hours with them and on my own constitute part of my formation.  Over time, I acquired some understanding and some facility with Benedictine spirituality and some practices.  Formation remains ongoing. My time with the Benedictines has meant that my Jesuit formation has become one set of notes and keys in the symphony of both my internal and external life.  Benedictine formation adds new notes and keys to this symphony as the Rule of Benedict and its practices subtly work on me like water shaping stone. 
Before continuing please take a moment of silence and consider your formation in the Benedictine tradition at your home institution.  Do you know the stories and histories of your institutions and the Benedictine communities with whom you partner?  What other types of formation help you in your work at a Benedictine school or in a network?  How has your prior formation been a source of resistance in embracing a Benedictine approach to education? 
Beginning to Incorporate Benedictine Practices into Teaching 

The mission of Benedictine education called me to instill intellectual knowledge about the values and commitments, as well as learn and model the practices.  Again, I offer these insights to spark reflection on your own experiences.  The websites of many Benedictine schools talk, discuss and list various Benedictine values.  For example, listening with the ear of the heart, silence, prayer, hospitality, stewardship, respect for others, Christ above all.  These ideals are supported by the monastic commitment to conversatio morum, stability, and obedience.  However, several monastic colleagues at St. Ben’s and St. John’s consistently argued that what Benedictine schools promote as values, are more than values.  They are also practices aimed at shifting our focus to being guided by God, and which are grounded in the Judeo-Christian tradition, including scripture.  Listening means to listen as one committed to the gospel, for the gospel is the context and standard by which Christians judge their listening, discerning, and choices.  Since discerning and choices imply action, for Benedict then, simply reading about listening and attending with the ear of our heart would seem insufficient.  In fact, the verse in Benedict’s rule about listening has words often missed about the instructions to which we listen – “put them into practice (RB, Prologue 1).”  For example then, hospitality that students read about comes alive when they have opportunities to be hospitable or when they receive the hospitality we offer them or when they share stories of their experiences of hospitality.  
However, rather than talk about hospitality here, I am going to reflect on two other Benedictine practices – structuring of time and lectio divina.  Practice One -structuring our time.  The Rule of Benedict sets beginning and ending times to pray, work, read, sleep and for other activities.  When it is time to pray, one ends work even if unfinished.  When prayer ends one transitions to meal, sleep, or other activity.  American culture which prioritizes work over all else makes following the discipline of specific times for specific activities difficult.  It can be uncomfortable to leave all manner of things undone and transition to something else.  Furthermore, when multi-tasking is seen as a virtue, it takes perseverance and practice to give attention to one person or activity at a time.    
In this context the Benedictine rhythm of work and prayer with set times for sleep, recreation, or study becomes important and is countercultural.  Prayer at various intervals during the day was and is a reminder, for Benedictines and others, to return to God as the source and purpose for other work, endeavors, and relationships.  Adopting the practice of scheduling our day, honoring the start and ending times, and eliminating multi-tasking all fosters attention.  Starting and ending class or meetings on time honors our own, our students or colleagues’ other commitments.  It helps us learn to see the person or persons in front of us; taking time for prayer fosters the capacity to “listen and attend with the ears of our hearts.” Following a rhythm and structure teaches us awareness of when we are over- or under-committed.  It becomes a spiritual discipline allowing the practitioner to see where they might want to shift priorities, to understand that work will always be unfinished, things will be left unsaid, we will never teach our students all we want to impart, and of the need to return to prayer for re-grounding in God’s vision and ways.  
Starting and ending activities within the day, teaches a freedom that comes with recognizing that prayer, work, a class, meeting or conversation is finished for now and will or can be returned to later. The practice of beginning and ending habituates us and provides structure.  However, the Rule of Benedict captures Benedict’s experience that the stability of specific times for specific purposes is also flexible based upon other factors.  For example, he changes prayer times and their length based upon the changing seasons, the same with work.  With Benedict we can recognize when to keep our structure for the day’s class, meeting, or work and when adaptability and flexibility are sensible.    

A story about how I learned that structure can hold adaptability and flexibility.  My upper division courses were conducted seminar style where each day had the same unvarying schedule all semester.  One year, about 10 weeks into the semester student conversation lagged on the novel Broken for You, chosen for its themes of relationship, community building, conversion, and forgiveness.  Given that the book’s central character made mosaics from pottery she and others broke, the next day I temporarily replaced our typical structure with a different activity.  Students were instructed to use the materials provided to make paper mosaics representing a theme from the book.  During the last part of the class they shared their mosaics with renewed energy.  
Without the consistent course structure, I would not have known that a temporary change was necessary, and my schedule allowed for it.  This experience taught me when planning courses to deliberately leave space in my lesson plans to vary assignments and class structure later in the semester when students would be getting tired.  While educational philosophy says pedagogical variety helps meet the needs of various learners, Benedict additionally teaches that both structure and adaptability feed the spirit of the individuals and the community.  Therefore, our activities and class can be structured, while creating space for variation within.  Wisdom born and tempered in experience helps us discern whether to be structure or adaptability are necessary at any given time.  
Practice two -Lectio Divina

Abbot John Klassen defines lectio divina as a “call to contemplative engagement with the world.”
  While a prayer practice, lectio can be adapted to the classroom and learning environment because we want to “encourage the development of contemplative habits – of reading and studying.  We want our students [to] know experientially what lectio divina is, because we have challenged them to sit with a text, to feel the words, to taste them, to see how they connect to each other.”
  The texts of our disciplines vary – books, musical scores, art, scripture, plays, films, or nature.  As educators we desire to help students learn about our disciplines, to identify key arguments or crucial references, to distinguish opinion based on fact rather than on wishful thinking or even lies, to ponder, reflect, and think deeply.  We want them to ask good questions, appreciate beauty, to create music and art. For faculty, contemplative learning means disciplining ourselves in how much reading or other work we assign.  Abbot John argues for this discipline because he says, “if we are consistently trying to cram too much material into a course, we create the conditions for non-reflection and shallow learning.”


I wish my initial trimming of course material was grounded in Abbot John’s vision of lectio divina and contemplative learning instead of other practical reasons.  However, I still ended up with classes that had enough material to teach disciplinary knowledge, while also fostering contemplative habits of reading and studying.  Developing these classes was and remains a hard practice because a “less is more syllabus” is counter cultural in an era of quantitative metrics for educational excellence.  Together we could come up with more examples than people in this room for how we as educators foster the type of learning that draws “students into a contemplative encounter with the world of learning that is profoundly integrated.”
 
I would like to offer one example from my teaching of learning to foster wisdom and integrated learning in my students.  Again, I learned what worked by first having to acknowledge and discuss with colleagues what did not work.  

The introductory theology course I taught included a unit on the Psalms.  For several years, the approach I took to teaching this unit proved dry, uninteresting, and unedifying. I finally revised the unit. The revisions included an assignment where students in groups were instructed to write their own contemporary Psalm.  The only caveat was that the students follow a Psalm’s structure.  For example, a lament Psalm needed the elements of a lament.  I learned that this assignment to write an original Psalm more readily taught the students about the Psalms and their role in communal life.  They contemplatively brought their experiences and encounter with the world into conversation with each other and God – they learned to reflect upon, pray, and share their lives through their Psalms. 

The two practices of structuring time with adaptive flexibility and lectio divina when combined with hospitality and a listening stance work not only for our classrooms but for our meetings as well.  They have the potential to change our meetings from a place where the maximum number of decisions are discussed and decided in the shortest time period, to a model of discernment for any decision.  A timeline for decisions can be set, or for the length of a meeting, yet adjusted if it is determined that more time for conversation, reflection, or prayer seems necessary. Running business meetings in a Benedictine manner, might mean leaving agenda items for another day.  

Lectio as a practice of contemplative engagement applies to studying relevant materials for any decision.  Have we spent enough time with the materials pertinent to any upcoming decision?  Hospitality, lectio divina, and listening requires that we are open to hearing what the other people at the table have to say.  We contemplate and reflect on their words to hear what we have missed.  If we come into a meeting with an opinion already formed, do we allow the practices of hospitality, lectio, and listening to change our mind?  Can we limit our agenda to permit time for deep listening, contemplation, conversation, and reflection?  This might mean being more realistic about timelines for different decisions – some might require more time and some less.   

Please consider for a moment where Benedictine practices or themes appear in your classes, lesson plans, meetings, or institutional decision-making processes?     

A Summary to open conversation for the rest of the week
My ongoing conversations with monastic friends and my non-monastic colleagues in Benedictine education in the United States has  have convinced me that the Rule of St. Benedict has ongoing relevance for the 21st century.  Collaborating with Benedictines by participating in passing on the ever ancient, every new wisdom in the Rule of Benedict and the approach to life advocated within, through Benedictine education, invites non-monastics to develop a willingness to continually explore, learn, reflect upon the Benedictine tradition.  We are also invited to develop our own embodied practical ways of living and engaging Benedictine practices in our teaching and lives.  Our educational endeavors will succeed in passing on the Benedictine tradition in all its richness if we accept the invitation to commit, however we can, to modelling an approach to life, communal living, and the wisdom found in the Rule of Benedict.
I find encouragement for this task by remembering that it takes Benedictines a lifetime in community to absorb and keep the Rule of Benedict, its practices, insights into the human condition, love of learning, and desire for God.  All of which ultimately leads to a changed way of life, a turning to God and living God’s way of unconditional love.  If it takes Benedictines this long, then those of us, who as non-monastics choose to partner in this vocational work of Benedictine education, will absorb the Rule of Benedict, its wisdom and be changed by it gradually as well.   We have all embarked on a journey to support Benedictine education. 

This journey of accompaniment and collaboration means taking seriously participation in both the educational and spiritual endeavors of a Benedictine approach.  Our work as educators, administrators, and staff in Benedictine schools ideally changes our students and as well as us.  As members of the educational community, God is working in and through us.  Our work as educators, in the school of the Lord’s service, is one place where Christians live out discipleship. We meet God and God meets us in our colleagues, administrators, staff, ourselves, our students, and in the students’ families.  And they in turn meet God through us.  Our work as educators daily provides the venue to practice the Rule of Benedict.  This presentation draws from the entire Rule of Benedict, which means cherishing Christ above all, hospitality, seeing Christ in the other, respect for all persons, attentiveness, deep listening, stewardship, accountability, humility, care for all creation and so much more.  

The chance to reflect on Benedictine education and to share these reflections with you has been a gift.  Thank you for your presence here this morning.  I conclude by asking with St. Scholastica that the Holy, Ineffable one who is beyond all human comprehension bless our remaining time and conversation, gifting us with the ability to listen to each other with the ears of our hearts.  May God continue to bless our work and inspire us to see Christ in each other, to listen deeply to each other and the concerns of the world.  May God help us continue to shape the next generation in the mercy, compassion, justice, and love so desperately needed right now. 
� When I use inclusive language I rely on Joan Chittistier Chittister, OBS’s translation. 
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� Klassen, 2017 ABCU address – rest of quote - “When we are contemplative[ly] engaged, contemplatively centered, we feel like we have a foundation under our feet.  We can see confusion, ambiguity, uncertainty and still be secure enough to find a pathway forward.” 
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