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I don’t know if I am proud of this or not, but the first thing I do when I get to a hotel room is plug in my computer and connect to the internet. Then, I unpack my clothes.

Two weeks ago, I spent the night at a Benedictine monastery, St. Bernard’s Abbey in Cullman, Alabama.  I will answer these questions:  How did a Benedictine monastery find its way to Cullman, Alabama; How did this rabbi find his way to Cullman, Alabama; What was it like to stay in a monastery; and What did I learn from this experience?

As one exits I-65 and heads into Cullman, there is a corner store or filling station with a huge confederate flag flying in the wind.  Oy!  What on earth was I doing here in this place where I am not meant to feel at home?  And what possessed these Roman Catholics to build a monastery in Cullman?  They came in the early 1870’s to minister to German Catholics who had migrated to north Alabama.  They have lived in a monastic tradition at St. Bernard’s, which now comprises an estate of 850 acres.  The monks engage in prayer and contemplation, and work to support themselves. They work as teachers and administrators of St. Bernard’s Preparatory School, or at their retreat center, or at the Ave Maria Grotto (a folk art miniature re-creation of famous religious buildings), in their candle shop, and as parish priests when needed.  

I might well have been the only rabbi in history to have slept in the monastery itself.  I traveled there together with my clergy study group, of which I am the only rabbi.  Together, we are spending three years studying the experience of God among the faithful.  How do we experience the divine in our lives?  What role do our traditions play in defining the way we experience God?  Is there a commonality to the Divine experience, or is it all entirely subjective?  These are the questions that we are exploring.  I was given a room on the third floor of the monastery, the same accommodation that the monks had on the floor below.  Inside the room, there was a single bed, a desk, a chair, a sink and an alarm clock.  The bathroom was down the hall.  Needless to say, when I put on the computer, there was no internet to connect to.  I checked in to the monastery and felt checked out from the world at the same time.  I am not used to that, and it was a strange feeling.  I felt confined and liberated at the same time.

We toured the campus, and I met the Abbot, Father Cletus.  He and all the monks we met were so gracious.  The are instructed to treat each visitor as though he were Christ.  The term abbot comes from the Hebrew word, av meaning father.  And the monks see themselves as a family.  That is why they call themselves brothers.  When they are accepted into the communion of the monks, the abbot changes their names.  They affirm their vows of celibacy and renounce their personal property.  They agree to submit to the disciplines of the order and the rules imposed by the abbot, in accordance with the rule of St. Benedict.  On the day when they are accepted into the order, the men lie prostrate on the ground and the pall, which is the heavy drape that covers the coffin, is placed over them.  They then rise up, reborn as it were into their new family, and they devote themselves to the spiritual life of prayer and study and work for the remainder of their lives.  Obviously, this is not a step to be taken lightly.  The novitiates live for at least five years before they make their final vows and enter monastic life.  The community of monks and the novitiate both need to know what they are getting in to.

Life at the monastery is disciplined.  They typically practice silence from the time of their evening prayers after dinner until after breakfast.  The monks take their meals in their refectory, and they sit around a large “u” shaped table.  The abbot assigns their seats, and that is where they eat every formal meal.  Guests sit at tables removed from the monks.  On Sundays, Wednesdays and feast days, they eat in a different room and sit where they want.  Wine and beer are served for those who would like.  We were there on a Sunday night, and we were invited to eat with the community, which was special for me.  One of the monks explained the beauty of his life.  “I have few worries.  I don’t have to worry about an income, a family, or my work.  I can devote myself to prayer and devotion to God, and in this society, these are works to be praised.”

Father Joel explained to us the Office, or the daily liturgy, deriving from the word, offering.  Besides the daily mass, the monks gather in communal prayer five times a day; early morning, morning, mid-day, evening and night.  Their liturgy is primarily based on the Psalms, the same 150 poems found in the Hebrew Bible.  After a four-week cycle, all 150 Psalms are chanted, some more often than others.  The words of prayer are not read, but sung.  The services I attended were sung responsively, following the lead monk.  The chanting was very beautiful.  It was done slowly and gently, with a measured elegance and grace.  There were no harmonies or fancy operatic arias.  Just slow and gentle and calm, with the intention that we will find our energies and ourselves in synch with the day as it progresses from darkness to light to heat to sunset to night. 

I found the liturgy and the melody lovely, and different from the prayer experiences I usually experience.  Many of us come into our prayer world with expectations that the monks don’t have.  When we enter the sanctuary, we are looking for inspiration.  We present a “double dare” to the Cantor, to the Rabbi and even to God.  “Here I am, move me.  Inspire me.  Teach me.  Help me to throw off yesterday’s burdens and emerge from here somehow in touch with you.”  Or perhaps, “Entertain me.  Wow me.  Play for me an electric guitar, or bang on some drums.  Let’s clap and move and feel the spirit.  Help me enjoy the show.”  But the prayers of the Office were different.  They might have inspired, but that was not their meaning.  They might have entertained, but that was not their meaning.  The goal of the worship was to quiet the soul, bringing it back to God.  The goal was to help center one’s thoughts and to have us leave rested and renewed until the next worship.

Perhaps we would do better to rethink the role of our prayers.  The Psalms certainly reflect every emotion that human beings can experience.  They reflect joy and lamentation, sorrow and fear and bitterness and grief and exaltation and praise.  And each one of the Psalms is sung in a melody that brings us peace and reflection.

Jewish worship is also liturgically based.  Traditionally, Jews pray three times a day, morning, afternoon and evening.  Our liturgy is long, and so the focus of the daily prayer is to be in community and read the many words quickly, almost as an extended mantra to barrel through the service as expeditiously as possible, except on Shabbat where the pace is more leisurely.  In the traditional world, it seems the ritual of prayer is an obligation that must be fulfilled.  Albeit, the Talmud taught that Rabbi Akiba prayed so intently that even when a snake wrapped around his ankle, he did not notice.  And the Ba’al Shem Tov, the founder of Chassidism would dwell in mediation for an hour before he would even begin his prayers.  But functionally, most of our tradition is occupied with saying the words at the proper time and finishing up without extending the prayers too long.  

Chanting the Psalms with the monks helped me to realize the powerful role that prayer can have in focusing us on ourselves.  The root of the Hebrew word for prayer, t’filah, is peh-lamed-lamed, having to do with judgment.  But perhaps that judgment need not be self-recrimination for sins committed, but instead a self-examination on our lives.  When we address God, we place ourselves in God’s judgment and see ourselves as God would see us.  And this too should provide centering and focus for the hours and days ahead.

The centering of prayer with the Benedictine Office, the chanting of the psalms, is meant to quiet and focus us so that the apex of our prayer life can occur.  The monks use a private prayer method, devised in the 11th century, called the Lectio Divina, meaning the “divine reading”.  They are meant to devote an hour a day to this prayerful devotion, which is the reason for much of the periods of silence associated with the monastic life.  The Lectio Divina is a four part process that works basically like this:

The first part is the lectio, the reading of a portion of Scripture.  Believing that the Bible is the word of God, the encounter with God comes from the Bible.  The monk selects a Biblical passage, and re-reads the passage over and over again until the reader knows clearly what it means.  The second stage is the meditatio, meditation, reflecting upon the meanings contained within the passage.  I wonder out loud if this is at all similar to the rabbinic process of Midrash.  The third stage is oratio, experiencing God directly through the passage.  This is the pinnacle of the experience, the experience of the Divine, which cannot be put into words.  And finally, we have contemplatio, which Christians call the state of grace—the aftermath of being in God’s presence.  Father Marcus, who explained this process to us, described it as though the worshipper were dwelling in sapphire light.  It is both cool and aflame.

I was fascinated by this description of the divine encounter.  In the Jewish mystical tradition, we have the concept of d’veikut, of clinging and becoming one with God, if only for a moment.  The similarities between d’veikut and oratio are striking, as is the idea common to both traditions of the disengagement with God after the period of d’veikut—called contemplatio by the Benedictines.  Interestingly, the Kabbalists describe God as a series of ten emanations from God’s source into the world, and that there are sources of focused and concentrated energy in these emanations.  If we focus our concentration just on one of these emanations, each of which reflects the unique qualities of the Divine, and each of which is a portal to understand God in God’s entirely, than we might be able to experience God directly.  We can through the Kabbalistic meditation, experience God in God’s entirety.  The process of union and return to life in Kabbalah seems to parallel the lectio divina.

I loved the peace and calm I felt while at the monastery.  I am not accustomed to that, and when I drove back to Birmingham, the drive back felt like a gradual re-entry period into the world in which I live.  I have thought a lot about what I have learned and experienced with the monks.  It is interesting to note, however, that, for the past two millennia, our Jewish tradition does not have a monastic tradition.  For us Jews, while we value study and prayer, we do so in order that we might engage more fully, more spiritually with both the holy and the commonplace, with the world about us.  God made both the physical world and the spiritual world, both the common and the holy, both the six working days and Shabbat.  So we are, as Jews, to serve God with our spirit and our bodies, in balance with each other—not one at the expense of the other.  For us as Jews, the ideal state is marriage—with all of the joys and frustrations and pleasures and difficulties that this requires from us.  For us as Jews, the ideal state is to be a mother or a father, and have to worry about getting the homework done and the kids to the doctor and ballet lessons.  For us as Jews, the ideal state of being is to be dependent upon our livelihoods, and to have to worry about our possessions and our money and our physical security.  We are not meant to cloister ourselves body and spirit.  We want God to connect with us and guide our endeavors in the world in which we live.  And this isn’t easy.  Sometimes, the noise of life obscures our relationship with God.  Sometimes, the worry and the anxiety, or the pleasure for that matter, crowd God out of our consciousness.  That is our challenge as Jews.  We do not cloister ourselves to enhance our spirit at the expense of the work around us.  We live in the world, and we live in the world fully.  The Jewish challenge is to live in the world--with God.

But it sure was a wonderful time living with the monks, however briefly, and I am eternally grateful, and changed for the better, for the opportunity to experience their way of life.

May God bless them, and bless us too.

Amen
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