Welcome to the Members of BENET
30 September 2019 – Sydney, Australia

A warm, sincere, grateful, and joyful welcome to this gathering of BENET, the International Commission on Benedictine Education here is Sydney, Australia. As Abbot Primate of the Benedictine Confederation, I greet you as a fellow educator. It has been one of my beliefs for many years that “teaching is one of the noblest professions in our world today.” What we do is to offer gifts for a lifetime of use. What I learned in the first, second, and third grades, I continue to use each and every day. What a gift that has been for living life well, richly, creatively, studiously, and enrichingly. I thank you most sincerely for your efforts to offer to others the life-giving, imaginative and inspiring tools for an endeavor, leading down many and varied paths of learning, teaching, and then living.

Your topic for this conference, “Benedictine Wisdom beneath the Southern Cross,” is indeed a rich one, and thoroughly Benedictine. It has often been stated that Benedictine education focuses on a methodology of wisdom. We all know the difference between “intelligence” and “wisdom.” A person can be very intelligent with much knowledge, factual information, and data. But what that person does with the knowledge gained is what distinguishes a potential path to wisdom. In Chapter 31 of the Book of Proverbs, the text tells of a wife who is full of wisdom, because all that she has learned has now come to the service of others, even beyond her own family. In other words, all her learning has not stopped with the knowledge she received, but has extended itself to be of benefit to others. And the very purpose of this closing chapter in the Book of Proverbs has a very important message: Get wisdom, find wisdom, search for wisdom, befriend Lady Wisdom, make wisdom your daily companion. She will bring you the finest of life’s delights, the satisfying happiness that no one can take from you. Let wisdom fill your heart so that what is learned has purpose, meaning, and enhancement beyond your own life, having a deep and profound impact on the lives of others.

Allow me to use a short personal story for a moment. For slightly over 25 years, I taught a course, Introduction to the Old Testament, which I loved doing, and the seminarians knew. One of my colleagues once commented to me, “How can you continue to teach that course year after year?” My comment was this: “For two reasons: first, I never really taught that course the same way any one of those 25 years; it always had a different twist to it depending on the seminary students and the moment in the Church’s history; and second, what gave me delight in teaching the same course was to see how puzzled faces began to smile, how muddled minds began to think biblically, and how the perceived-boring-subject of the Old Testament came to be one of their favorite subjects, whose insights gave them a new understanding about how life is to be lived. Now I miss the chance to keep teaching that same course in new and different ways.

Saint Benedict has a final word, and it is a word of true wisdom: “Prefer nothing whatever to Christ.” And in that we see two things about wisdom: Wisdom forces us to see what is the more important and the deeper reason for our intellectual endeavors. Second, Wisdom is a person, and that person is Jesus Christ. When his words find a home in our hearts, we are walking in the way of true wisdom. May you impart that unique and wonderful gift of wisdom to your students with peace, joy, and hope. And once again, a warm, sincere, grateful, joyful and blessed welcome to this gathering of Benet, the International Commission on Benedictine Education here is Sydney, Australia. God bless you abundantly in these coming days.
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