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Preface

As I begin writing volume three of my life here in the
abbey, I recall to mind an old saying that I first heard some
years ago. It touches me every time I hear or read it. [ am
not sure who first said it, but the profundity of its message
in just a few words is extraordinary. This is the saying:

“To understand it all is to forgive it all.”

As I have been emphasizing in my writings, it is the
acquisition of Awareness that clarifies so much about our
existence on this beautiful planet. Once we become Aware,
we come to understand this proverb and our place here, our
connection to all around us and especially our connection to
the Divine. We learn that there is another dimension of
existence to which we can gain admittance even while
residing in our earthly home, and that there are perhaps still
others that await to be discovered as we come to understand
more and more the magnificent extent of Creation.

I believe that the more we become aware and the
more we understand, the more we see little reason to take
seriously everything that transpires in our lives and in the
world around us. To truly understand is to forgive. All is
temporary and there is indeed a plan. This is not to trivialize
things. We are definitely called to action in this life. We are
called to right wrongs where we see them, to make an effort
to discover our origins and our spiritual dimension, and
particularly to be or become compassionate beings. That is
sure. But we must not be weighed down by the problems we
confront.

As we develop our awareness, we come to see all of
us are not created the same. Some of those around us are
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highly evolved spirits in human form, while others are just
beginning that trek towards wisdom and God knowledge. |
am certain that all of us generally do the best we can as we
learn to deal with our fears, our desires and all the
circumstances,  mental, physical, emotional and
geographical that we confront; and, as some would say, that
we have chosen for this life. In our compassionate selves
and in our true understanding of the Universe, we offer
forgiveness for the shortfalls of others, as well as ourselves,
and we see that that is good.

These last five years have brought new
understanding for me in important areas of my life,
temporal and spiritual. The triumphs and challenges of
abbey life have continued. How fortunate I feel to be able to
describe and show these things to you, my readers, who
have become almost like intimate friends — you know so
much about me and my life here. It does me good to share,
and I hope that in my responses and approaches to all that
occurs, to be able to continue to show you clues on how to
approach this complex life we face, and ways in which we
can cultivate the peace and wisdom of divine connection.

I don’t have all the answers, but I am happy to pass
on what I have discovered. God bless you all as we go
forward together.



Part One
Abbey life, Elena and... trouble brewing...

The Abbey Moves On

Time heals all wounds.
-Anonymous

Once in a while, life takes a break from giving us a steep
learning curve! After the many challenges and stressful
incidents of my first several years as member and then abbé
at the Abbey of Kervennec, these last five years had been
gentler in their treatment of our abbey, our men, and me,
until recently. I cannot say that there were not moments of
tension or distress occasionally punctuating the calm; but,
overall, they pale in comparison to what had transpired prior
here in our monastic home. Readers who have followed its
story in the previous volumes of my memoires know all too
well that life here at Kervennec does not keep us immune
from the many challenges daily life offers to all beings on
this planet; it’s anything but boring!

There are cycles that we eventually comprehend.
Often we see them more clearly at a time when our lives
segue into tranquil periods, times of repose, a surcease of
the frenzy and activity with which other periods can burden
us. In the passing of the seasons these last years, the abbey
returned to its routine with its comfortable time-honored
rhythm, abstaining as it were, for a time, from the traumas
and drama that had engulfed it and had brought about such
discord. While it is true that those times of disturbance can
bring abundant opportunities for growth and learning, [ am
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always quick to defend the quiet times in everyday life.
These periods offer consolidation of things felt and things
apprehended, a respite to incorporate change and to enjoy
peace, whether it be in the life of our abbey or in our lives
as individuals.

We had been in one of those peaceful cycles; and,
while it had been a welcome period of quiet growth, as with
all things in life, change is inevitable. Tranquility was to be
replaced once again by tumult. Our beloved Kervennec was
under attack by forces that were building, and that without a
careful and stolid response, those very forces could rip apart
what we had built and tended over the centuries.

I will begin my recounting of this period in depth
shortly, but first some updates regarding the abbey and its
residents since last I wrote. Father Frangois, our prieur, has
continued to be my rock and my right-hand man. He is a
monk of integrity, strength, and honesty. We might disagree
on a point here or there, but he will always have my respect,
acting as he does as the number two man here at the abbey.
Frangois has gone through a rough period with the loss of
both his father and mother to ailments in the last six months,
and I have been honored and happy to be his confidante in
his time of sorrow. As usual, his show of personal strength
and his demonstration of faith in the eternal happiness
promised to those whose lives have been painted with
goodness moves us all, none more than me. He is a
wonderful example of what a monk can and should be.

Those of you who are familiar with life here will
remember Brother Luc. He is another of the stalwarts about
whom I cannot say enough good things. Starting as a young
monk in my charge, he has blossomed into more than just a
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great brother and friend to me, but also a great chef. I am
proud of him as my protégé, but I cannot take credit for his
marvelous wit and presence of mind, and certainly not his
talent in the kitchen. Yes, he takes some jovial ribbing about
his girth, but appropriately, he can also “dish it out,” pun
intended! I love him like a son.

I am very pleased to report that we have three new
candidates entering the monastery. I can say that I feel very
sure that two of these three will remain with us as they wind
down their first two years living here amongst us.
Whomever of these candidates ultimately comes to join us
for life, (hopefully all three), I can say categorically that
each of them brings a skill that we could use in our
community. The first new applicant is a man who has had
significant practical experience in the world. He’s fifty years
old and has had a brilliant career in business. We could use
a bit more of the “worldly” here as I look around at my
charges — all great men but as a whole terribly
inexperienced in certain areas of worldly practicality! I will
welcome his experience and advice should he join the abbey
permanently.

The second candidate has also had financial
experience, having been a professor at a university not far
from here, as well as a consultant to businesses. The third is
a young man just out of /ycee — he may need more time to
mature before he makes such a big commitment. We’ll see.
If we find that that is the case, we will ask him to wait for at
least two years before reapplying.

Now the eternal question of the three-sided cloister —
when will it become a full four-sided place of beauty and
contemplation? Voila, c’est fait! Yes, the 50,000 Euro check
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written by our Italian donor those years ago was seed
money for us to create a fund drive that ended up defying all
expectations. What generosity from so many!

Though it took the better part of two years to raise
the money and to build, mostly owing to the strange
situation of the terrain for the fourth wall, I can report that it
is finished. How I love it now! I can walk within it and
think how kind so many have been and how the dream of
the great Abbé Paul, my first abbé, has now been fulfilled.
Knowing him, I am sure he coaxed from above a few extra
Euros out of some reluctant pockets! What’s more, our
longtime lay gardener has placed a beautiful massif in the
center of the cloister that blooms and changes with the
seasons. Everything grows here in Brittany and his skill and
tender care bring out the best of the garden. We’ve erected a
little memorial to Abbé Paul there, too.

Now to a sadder event. Father Joseph, our doyen,
passed away last year at the age of ninety. A very quiet man,
Joseph never faltered in his attendance at our Offices until
the last month of his life, when his illness made it
impossible for him to go. We miss him. It’s funny how one
can, even here in our spiritual home, not think enough about
and realize how temporary and finite life is. One just
expects to see someone like Joseph every day as one has
always done, without really considering the fact that one
day that chair would be empty. How involved we get, to our
detriment, in issues which in the long run often mean
virtually nothing.

In connection with that thought, let me tell you
about an experiment I started recently. For many years, I
kept detailed diaries. Rediscovering a few one day, I
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decided to go back and look at what my thoughts and
concerns were exactly two years prior and ten years prior.
I’ve done that frequently since. Every time I have gone
back, no matter what season, no matter what my position in
the abbey at that point, I found myself at that time
concerned, absorbed, and engrossed in matters that I can
only call trivial and unimportant in hindsight. Instead of
focusing on the present moment and spiritual matters, I was
sidetracked by, and often worried about, mundane issues
that were rarely consequential. I am embarrassed to report
that I spent any time with them at all!

For example, ten years ago this week [ was occupied
by an ingrown toenail! What?? Yes, it was filling part of a
page each day. No mention of gratitude (which I will shortly
explore with you), very little about duties, nothing about
relationships or the Offices or the men; and, the most
embarrassing and telling thing to me, nothing about my
spiritual life and thoughts, for almost a week! I could list
several other such pages that month. Appalling? Yes.
Normal? Again, yes, unfortunately. How myopic we are in
our vision of our lives, the precious moments that pass, the
opportunities for happiness all around us in present time.
How soon we forget our temporary status here in this
world...and lose ourselves in the mundane and trivial,
where much of our time is consumed by issues that will
disappear like phantoms. Perspective is a great gift. In fact,
it is indispensable. I'm working on it! But, I realize that I
am not quite absolved...I know I still carry too many
insignificant worries, and I know this affects everything
from my efficiency to my sleep to my prayer life. I want to
do better.
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I have mentioned gratitude. It is one of the greatest
virtues, and one of the most unsung. Gratitude is an
incomparable vehicle to bring us appreciation for everything
around us — from the smallest of things to the incredible fact
of our very existence amidst the unimaginable reaches of
our universe. Gratitude is such a source of richness and
giving. I am planning on discussing it more and including it
as a key virtue in my series on virtues, Little Books of
Wisdom.

I will finish this summation by telling you about a
recent and ongoing test of both gratitude and my own
patience. It involved an old acquaintance with whom I had
never really clicked, but more importantly, who became a
serious threat to the abbey itself and to me personally. His
actions and threats brought our time of tranquility to an end.
My attempts at practicing gratitude for experiencing him
and this situation in my life were stretched to the breaking
point. You will see why...and why I am not yet a saint...

Here is how that story unfolded.



Hugo

Nearly all men can stand adversity, but if you want to test a man's
character, give him power.
—Abraham Lincoln

I had an acquaintance from my university days living in a
community nearby. We had gone our separate ways after
school, and I had lost track of him until that day when I saw
the announcement in the local newspaper, one that is widely
read in our area and whose articles have even appeared
nationally, of his appointment as editor of that paper. I sent
him a note of congratulations after I read about his
appointment. He responded graciously, with some surprise
that I was “where I was” and the fact that I now “run the
place” as he put it in his return note. I didn’t have any other
reaction to his news other than that congratulatory note. For
reasons that will become apparent, I will not give his real
name... I’ll just call him Hugo Gaspard.

Hugo and I were never really close — I don’t think
anyone has ever penetrated the emotional wall that
surrounds him — but we had talked on occasion since his
appointment and our discussions had mostly revolved
around the everyday here in Brittany. I found out later
something quite unexpected from someone who had known
Hugo at university, a retired professor who had taught both
Hugo and myself and who had a habit of following up on
many of his former students. He told me on a visit to
Kervennec after Hugo’s appointment as editor that Hugo
had once joined the seminary...but had been released after
two years for some reason. How shocked I was to hear it —
Hugo in the seminary. He must have undergone quite a
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change in beliefs after that as rarely have we found
ourselves on the same page on the “big questions” — those
concerning spirit, life, existence and immortality, the very
few times those have come up. I have never asked him
about that event in the two or three meetings that we have
had since it was revealed to me, wishing to spare him any
embarrassment, and our discussions have usually been
cordial and I must say for the most part, enjoyable. It is true,
though, that there has always been a flag of caution raised in
my mind when I have been with him. This has resulted in
my being reserved with him, revealing nothing about myself
that would leave me feeling uncomfortable. Frankly, other
than those few conversations face to face, Hugo was rarely
on my mind.

At the time of the unexpected and tragic death of our
previous abbé, Pierre Guinot, Hugo’s newspaper had
contacted me, and it was my job as abbé¢ to respond to their
questions about the incident. I had to learn what “damage
control” was at that time, a lesson in dexterity with which I
was not comfortable and never will be. I didn’t feel required
to discuss the details of Guinot’s death, and I had asked for
privacy for our monastic family in that regard.

The abbey is a closed community in many ways and
we take responsibility for our successes and failures,
broadcasting neither. Our job is to quietly work in the
background of everyday life to bring peace and the spirit of
a loving God to the communities and regions we serve, and
if it doesn’t sound too grandiose, to the world. From time to
time in our monastic history, our presence has been felt in
much more palpable ways — we owned extensive property at
various times and could not help but influence our
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neighboring peoples in a significant way. Still, the limelight
is not our preference and certainly not our forté. Publicity
has not been shunned, but we also are aware in this day and
age of incredibly rapid transmission of news that it can be a
two edged sword. Transmissions by the media seem in
particular to skew heavily towards reports of mankind’s
shortcomings via its day to day highlighting of negative and
sensational news, which I view as a sorry by-product and
misuse of the miracles wrought in modern communication.
And, as the world speeds up in so many ways, visitors often
ask me about change — and how to handle it. Often the
subject comes up in conversations about the Church and its
rules, or about our monastic lifestyle and our future. It is
usually is raised by someone affected by these changes in a
very personal way.

Those who know me will also know how I feel
about many antiquated and vestigial rules of the Church,
and I am not shy in giving my opinion. I have revealed
many of my feelings about my Church in these, what I call,
my Abbey Chronicles, and continue to do so in an
unapologetic fashion.

What do I tell these people about the Church? That
there is work to be done to lighten the burden, to be a source
of optimism, to release the guilt and step into the Light. 1
tell them that they are not alone, that many have the same
questions and concerns. As to the abbey, we haven’t
changed much in 1500 years, and we are open to tweaks in
our routine from time to time, but we are no different in
some ways; we must learn to deal with worldly change all
the time.
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Each situation needs to be examined as a part of the
whole. Our lives are directed to making us Aware — aware
on every level, directing us to our true Source and our true
nature. We are part of a continuing process to bring us all
Home, and with that, we must deal with change continually.
The abbey is in constant flux — new abbés, members,
deaths, construction and repair...to number just a few of the
many sources of change. Part of my natural defense
mechanism (and inertia) as a person and as abbé is to try to
limit change — not the greatest of habits, for the Universe
itself is in continual change. I'm working on better
accepting and adapting to change, and I must do that, as
there is no way I can ever win the battle to arrest it.

Not only is an abbey not immune to change within,
but it has often been subject to pressures for change from
the outside. We’ve seen the expulsion of monasteries from
France on more than one occasion, the most severe being in
connection with the follow up to the French revolution.
There have been the usual attacks about “secret” rites, and
suspicions about abuse which I can happily and proudly say
has never been an issue at Kervennec, sad and repulsive as
that story can be elsewhere. I have had to deal with very few
of those outside pressures here; but, the threat of the attack
that I will outline emanating from Hugo’s potentially
poisonous pen was exactly that and very real.

The change in atmosphere wrought by Abbé
Guinot’s death had been profound, but for the most part had
slowly been tempered by time for the bulk of the men here;
however, it was not so for me. He was at one time my
Father at the abbey, and then I became his “boss.”
Ultimately it was I who, as his Father of the abbey, had to
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take personal responsibility for the unnatural death of one of
my charges and face the consequences. While I was
exonerated by the Congregation, I still carry the personal
pain resulting from his demise, and sadly, that final meeting
with the Congregation would not prove to be the end of the
affair for me.

You will find me often writing about judgment in
terms of moral judgment, both of self and others. Judging is
not the shining example of what we can be as humans. All
too often when we choose to engage in it, it takes on a
special and often cruel power within us, blinding us by our
inability or unwillingness to see the bigger picture or
circumstance. It feeds a nasty habit to label others, or to
compare or possibly to get even. By judging, we are by
definition putting ourselves in a position superior to the
person being judged, a position to which we have no right;
furthermore, judging a person or an event as negative or
positive, which we usually do, is always a subjective event.
So often, to compound things, it is at first blush. Judgment
is often very misleading and myopic. Christ warned us
against judgment.

Unfortunately, with regard to the events that came to
pass with Hugo, I found in my human frailty that there was
plenty of judgment and even bitterness on my end. But what
gave me the right to judge him as a person? None. I have
never walked in his shoes. But, it is easier said than done.
The events which passed and my interaction with Hugo was
a great opportunity to put my beliefs to the test...on
non-judgment and how change always works for our
benefit...but I admit I have struggled. It has been a hard
lesson for me.
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The story begins with what I thought would be a
routine visit — a phone call from Hugo, asking if we could
get together for a coffee or if he could come to the abbey.
The latter suited me better so I bade him come one
midafternoon, leaving plenty of time for us before my
attendance at Vespers.

I also wanted him to see the abbey and have a look
around. I thought Hugo might find it interesting, too. He
had never been to Kervennec. One of my resolutions after
becoming abbé was to help people experience the calm of
the place by encouraging visits. We have the atmosphere
and wonderful grounds that can bring peace to one’s soul.
We also have the Divine Offices that anyone can attend, but
I’ve had more people comment on the atmosphere here than
on any other one thing. It is truly one of the best
contributions that abbeys make to any place where we
establish ourselves

Hugo arrived that day looking jaunty, a scarlet scarf
accenting his white sport coat and yellow shirt, and he gave
me a slightly more enthusiastic greeting than on the few
other occasions that we had met.

I offered him a chair in one of our parloirs and sat
ready to listen and respond to whatever had brought Hugo
to see me. We exchanged pleasantries and he asked about
the usual things — how many monks were currently at
Kervennec, how many new recruits we were looking at,
how I was liking the job, etc. I had, of course, more than a
sneaking suspicion that there was much more on his mind
that day, and that he had a definite purpose in coming to see
me. Usually, my suspicions prove correct, and they certainly
did that day.
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“Abbé¢,” he began after I had answered the normal
questions, “there is something that has bothered the
newspaper man in me for a few months.”

Here he stopped — maybe to collect his thoughts,
maybe to see my reaction to his words tantamount to a
warning that something was up concerning me and/or the
abbey. Something within me stiffened as if to withstand a
blow. It was my intuition, my old friend, telling me to
beware. I didn’t say anything — I wanted him to continue, to
see what line he might be taking.

“We’ve heard a little about the troubles around here,
of course.”

He was then looking me in the eye, probing, and
expecting surprise as a response on my part. [ didn’t give
him that pleasure. All of my warnings and defenses were
now alerted as my intuition had so quickly and astutely
prepared the way for their arrival.

After having made no response, just a beckoning
look with my eyes for him to go on, Hugo continued.

“You know what I’m talking about...”

Again, no immediate response from me. I had a
suspicion now that he had been talking to someone with
inside knowledge about the abbey, or it might also be a
bluff. Perhaps it was about something of which I was not
aware, but I considered that unlikely. It was something else
— my flirtation with Elena? Perhaps. The death of Guinot?
Another possibility, as the public was not aware of the type
of death he had suffered. Any details of his suicide had been
kept within the abbey family. It was our affair. That kind of
revelation could be very damaging.
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“Hugo, if you have something to say, say it.” There
was no need for pretence or politesse now.

He stared at me with some surprise, but he now
knew that I had no time for games and was anything but a
pushover to whatever power he might have intended to hold
over me.

Continuing his stare, but in hesitation about how to
express himself, he finally seemed to gain focus again and
calmly began to recite his tale.

“You know, Pére Abbé, some things cannot be
brushed under the carpet, or stuck away in a closet
somewhere or forgotten. I have good information that the
death of the late Abbé Guinot was no ordinary departure
from this world, that there were circumstances surrounding
it that my readers have a right to know.”

Now that he had come clean with his purpose, |
could concentrate on the issue at hand. I wasn’t about to get
trapped into a “tell all” about that tragedy, nor did I agree
that the public had a right to know so intimate a detail about
our family. I decided to find out what he knew and where he
was going with the information.

“You make it sound like there was some mystery in
the death of a priest. Even we who devote our lives to God
have to depart this world, Hugo, and sometimes earlier than
we might think is appropriate with our limited view. What
gives you the impression that our late abb¢ left us under less
than normal circumstances?”

Hugo’s stare turned icy but his manner still
attempted to be relaxed. It was obvious I was not going to
be an easy mark.
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“Come on, Pére Abbé¢, Jean, why do you think you
can keep hiding information from me?”

I returned the stare before saying abruptly, “You
know, Hugo, I don’t like the inference. I think this meeting
is over.”

I rose and indicated to him it was time to go. He
gave a defiant grunt, raised his large body and headed to the
door without looking back. I followed a few steps behind.
As he went through the open door of the Welcome Center,
he looked back over his shoulder and said, “You shouldn’t
have done that, Jean. I’ll get to the bottom of it!”

As far as [ was concerned it was an idle threat. But |
wasn’t foolish enough to think that that would be the last of
Hugo.

How right I was.
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Elena Comes To Visit

Let us be grateful to people who make us happy, they are the
charming gardeners who make our souls blossom.
—-Marcel Proust

Life is full of surprises and I was about to get
another one. By now you must know the story of
Elena, my beautiful friend from my university days.
She has been one of the greatest gifts that I have
been given in this life, and how pleased I was when
she rediscovered me here at Kervennec those years
ago. What a soul she is! If there is such a person for
each of us, and I believe there is, I would term her
my soul mate.

We went through so much together our last
year of university; but, that was nothing compared
to what we went through here at the abbey. What
tribulation I brought upon myself when I let my
feelings as a man dominate my common sense. That
episode shamed me, but she supported me
throughout that time and has ever since, and most of
my important decisions have been filtered through
her seemingly unerring judgment.

Through our letters we continue to
communicate our innermost thoughts and feelings
while she has been entering her third year at the
Abbey of Saint Michel, an abbey of nuns not far
from here. Elena first stayed with the nuns off and
on for two years, mostly on weekends and



Life & Love

vacations. Then, she became a postulant and
ultimately decided to go “all in” as a novice.
Personal visits, one to another, have been rarer, but
my heart always jumps when I see her.

One thing had concerned me, however.
There was a lot of friction developing lately in a
relationship meant to be of a help to her. A young
nun, Sister Scholastica, had been her guide to
acquaint her to the monastic life. She was there to
help and answer any questions and show her “the
ropes.” Someone in that position often becomes a
confidante — it usually becomes a very close
relationship. The friction I mentioned in that
relationship seems to have been generated from the
young nun for reasons unknown. It had certainly
become troublesome for Elena.

This particular day, my new assistant of six
months, Father Benoit, who is also our main staff
person at the front desk at the abbey’s accueil, came
to announce that I had a visitor. Knowing me as he
did already, that little curl of his lip told me all that I
needed to know. Up I jumped and there at the office
door stood my beautiful friend! I couldn’t hide my
excitement as | rushed over to give her the biggest
squeeze ever, and she certainly did reciprocate. A
year or two ago she had asked me if it was OK for
her to do that in front of the others, and even though
it wasn’t, I told her that it was, naughty me.
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I escorted her into my office, where she took
a comfortable seat in front of my desk. We just
stared at each other smiling. How radiant I thought
she looked. Age was treating her so well. Suddenly,
we both started to speak at the same time. We
laughed and then I listened.

“Jean, 1 feel funny barging in on you
unannounced like this — hope it’s OK!”

I’m sure she knew all of that was quite
unnecessary to say to me, but that is the considerate
person she is. I responded by assuring her that my
door was open to her at anytime

She smiled and then her face darkened a bit.

“Jean, I have come to a decision about
something. It has been so hard and I bet you can
guess what it is. Before I say any more or you
guess, | just want you to know that I hope it does
not disappoint you in any way. You’ve been so
helpful and kind and...”

“Elena,” 1 interrupted, “you know you can
never offend me by being honest and, yes, I think I
do know what you are going to tell me...and it’s
OK.”

I stopped there. I could see from the look on
her face that she wanted me to express what I was
thinking, so I continued.

“You are a brave soul, taking on what you
have; but, I think in your heart of hearts the abbey
life is not for you. I think that is what you are going
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to tell me — I know you so well. But, if it isn’t, ’'m
in trouble!” I said smiling, trying to lighten the
moment just a bit.

I was pretty sure of myself, however.

Elena put her head down and spoke softly.

“Yes, Jean, you are right...as usual. You can
read me so well. I don’t know what to think — I feel
disappointed in myself now.”

There was some hesitation as she paused to
collect herself. Then she went on.

“Did I fail? Was I wrong to take up so much
of the sisters’ time? Had I thought it through?”

She raised her head and looked at me
searchingly.

I gave her the warmest look I could but I
wanted her to talk, to let it out. With her head
lowered again, she went on.

“I am not sure what led me there exactly.
Perhaps I was foundering a bit, thinking about how
quickly time was passing. My design business was
OK and I loved the treatments I was doing as a
therapist, but I still felt I was missing something,
something that such a calling might fulfill. I think
that that was what led me there. And then, of
course, every time I came to Kervennec and saw
you happy monks and the tranquility of the lifestyle
you enjoy here, I began to long for that myself. I
wasn’t attached to anyone or anything so I thought
it might be just the thing for me. Anyway, water
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under the bridge, I suppose, and here I am...talking
to a most successful monk in the heart of his own
abbey and saying monastic life wasn’t good enough
to satisfy me!

“Do you want to kick me out now?”

There she was — indomitable as usual with
that lovely sense of humor. But she was right,
monastic life was probably not for her. It’s not for
most people and I wasn’t in the least offended
because it had occurred to me many times before
that day that it may not be right for her.

Just for fun after her last remark, I looked
cross and picked up the phone as if I were going to
have my assistant eject her. Then, I laughed and
came around the desk to give her a hug. That was
what she needed right then.

I had to compliment her.

“You know, dear friend, you may not be
right for a monastery, but you have so many things
to offer the world. How many people are willing to
toss everything aside and live their dream? You’ve
done that. And how many people, who may have
left all to pursue something, will never admit that it
wasn’t the right thing to do and persevere down the
wrong path, even if they had made a big mistake?
Not you.

“I’1l tell you what. Why don’t you stay here
as a guest of the abbey for a while so that you can
plan the next phase of your wonderful life. You may
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find it helpful to have a place like ours to get
reorganized. You can take your time and enjoy the
tranquility that we have here — and the great food! I
know Luc is dying to try some exotic recipes - you
can be his official taster. He’d love it!”

I could see her countenance brighten as my
suggestion rolled around in her head. Monasteries
are not just for praying. They are also for healing,
and really, that is all that Elena needed. Besides, it
would be great to have her around for a while.

“That is such a generous offer, Jean. Let me
think about it, will you? I do not want to make any
hasty decisions at this point, but I think that what
you are suggesting might be just the thing. Can I
call you tomorrow with what I decide?”

“Of course. You think it over and see what
your heart is saying. Whatever you decide I’ll
support you, you know that. You have been very
courageous and I am so happy that you came here to
talk it over. I know it’s not easy to change course
and you may think that you have failed...but you
have not. Quite the contrary. On to bigger and better
things, Elena!”

With that, she got up, and came over to give
me a kiss on the cheek. She looked at me lovingly
and said quietly, “I’'m so grateful to have you as a
friend.”

As she headed for the door, she turned and
blew me another kiss and then with a subdued
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smile, out she went to get ready to start the next
phase of her life.

I really hoped that she might come back for
a sojourn to think things over at Kervennec. I
wasn’t at all thinking about the crazy idea that was
about to come into my head later.

Grateful was the way I was feeling in the
wake of her visit. That brought me to think about
and then write in my journal about the importance
and beauty of gratitude — a virtue so often unsung,
but a critical building block of the spiritual life.

Here are my ideas on this wonderful virtue.

Gratitude

When I started counting my blessings, my whole life turned
around.
—Willie Nelson

In the litany of the qualities of character that we, as
spiritual beings, wish to develop, we generally will
find on any list the “famous” virtues, those such as
compassion or patience or humility. These three
quickly come to mind. We could also list many
others such as empathy, forgiveness, kindness and
even imagination. You will find included upon
further reflection the Church’s four cardinal virtues
— prudence, justice, temperance and fortitude — plus
the three spiritual virtues of faith, hope and charity.
There is no question that these are wonderful
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attributes in any person. When they are employed,
they lead us to fulfillment.

For me, however, there is another virtue
equally as important as any of those, though
perhaps not so codified or self evident. It is in its
use an exceptionally powerful and life-giving act.
Despite being often overlooked when one is asked
to consider what constitutes or comes to mind as a
virtue, this one carries tremendous importance in
making us truly spiritual beings. I might describe it
as the “lost” little brother in our whole virtuous
family.

I am speaking about gratitude.

Gratitude is by its very nature quiet and
interior. It lacks the drama and glamour of some of
its brothers. It shares so much with humility in its
relative obscurity and anonymity and like humility,
gratitude can work both consciously and under the
surface, becoming a part of the fabric of a person,
inseparable from one’s patterns of thought and
feeling. It is fair to say, too, that gratitude plays a
role in daily life that is more commonplace, thus
less noticed. For example, we say “thank you”
frequently during a day, often by rote more than
consideration. Perhaps the superficiality in its use in
daily life robs it of the prestige we normally
associate with a virtue. Perhaps, too, in our age
where we see such a rising predominance of ego
and individualism, things have worked to its
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detriment. Like humility in our times, its value has
been shoved more to the background as society
veers further from what had been normal and
expected from others as simply good manners. But
as a virtue, we know that it is more than simply the
polite thanks we often express in our daily lives.

Gratitude, the virtue, lives and resonates
both within one’s heart and one’s soul, occupying
an exalted place for the spiritual seeker. It should
permeate one’s view of self and the outside world as
it emanates from our most interior and spiritual
parts. It is ever present to the evolved soul,
spreading its richness outward from his or her
depths.

In fact, the Higher Self sees gratitude as its
chief response to the overtures of the Father. It
offers in return profound thanks for life and for all
of creation. Gratitude, too, is an aspect of
mindfulness, the awareness and practice of which is
an indispensable element in our search for peace in
daily life. To be truly mindful is to be grateful.

Often before performing His miracles, Jesus
would invoke the Father with praise, but also with
gratitude for what He was about to co-create with
the Father, blessing the very nature of God as a
loving Being in the process. Deeply humble and
grateful, full of love for His Heavenly Father, Jesus
shows us the innate power and the importance of
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giving thanks. His is our best witness to that
importance.

One practice that I have learned to
incorporate into my day is to list in my mind the
things I am grateful for first thing in the morning as
I awaken. This practice from the very beginning of
the day reminds me of the importance of gratitude
and colors how those critical first moments of the
day will go. It supports my philosophy of being
positive throughout my waking hours, and this
practice has a connection to and an influence upon
how I view the remainder of the day due to its
innate positivity. It raises my awareness and puts
me immediately into a mindful state.

On certain days, of course, it is true that this
practice is more difficult. For example, there may
have been a worry that had entangled me which
comes to my consciousness almost immediately
upon awakening; or, perhaps a dream that was less
than pleasant hinders me. Sometimes there may
only be but petty worries to invade my peace. The
invasion of any of these things may prejudice my
day’s outlook, trying to convince me to commence
it with a heavy air, far from the peace and lightness
of gratitude. Despite any of these temporary
negative states of mind, with gratitude I manage to
reposition my thoughts and mind into a more
positive place, lifting my attitude going forward.
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Troubles and worry and suffering exist and
are real for all of us. But maybe you remember that
great holiday movie White Christmas, with Bing
Crosby and Danny Kaye and the young Rosemary
Clooney. In a lovely seen where the Clooney
character cannot fall asleep, she sits next to Bing as
he sings in his inimitable way a song by Irving
Berlin entitled “Count Your Blessings.” As you
might guess, Bing, via the song’s lyrics, entreats
Rosemary not to bother with counting sheep. “No,
count your blessings instead,” and counsels her to
find her peace and her sleep that way. It proves to
be some great advice.

I am so impressed by another’s view on

counting Dblessings as expressed almost two
thousand years ago from a most unlikely source. It
was Marcus Aurelius, the great Roman emperor
who took time to record his “Meditations.” Within
that tome is the following quotation:
“Think not so much of what you lack as of what you
have: but of the things that you have, select the best,
and then reflect on how eagerly you would have
sought them if you did not have them.”

Now, that is wisdom!

Do you count your blessings very often? We
have so many, yet somehow we seem to focus more
on the things that we do not have, or on the things
that bother us...our minds whirling about on a cycle
that can never be satisfied. It is a dead end.
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What is going on within us? What rivets us
to the admittedly slim possibility of really “bad”
things happening to us, while we let slip through
our fingers the chances to focus on the many
“good” things that happen to us every day? We have
the power to change that with each waking instant.
It 1s always up to us. It is a matter of attention...and
intention. When we relax and let things flow, we
will then notice those good things, and it will be
easy to feel grateful.

Acting in the spirit of gratitude aids us in
our quest for meaning in life. We begin to see more
purpose as we consider others and events. We
connect with our true selves, our wisdom as a result,
and this brings us, as spiritual people, perspective.
We have the ability to see a “macrocosmic” view of
things, when focusing on gratitude. It is also very
beneficial in helping us to adopt the “microcosmic”
look at things. Smaller events, little occurrences and
interactions make up the finer details of typical
daily life. Family, friendships, health of self and
loved ones, work, the arts — all are good examples
of what passes in a day. To be really appreciative of
these “little” things brings gratitude into play in a
wonderful way. It is a satisfying and heady
response. In fact, anyone who has influenced us
positively, or has taught us or loved us can be an
object of gratitude at any time. One can make a
short, simple meditation of thanks for that friend or
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that loved one. You will find the energy flowing
from that will lighten you immediately.

When trouble arises, it can be awfully
difficult to feel gratitude. I believe those situations
arrive to teach us, but it is up to us to give it that
perspective. The more we can manage that, the
more we find ourselves enriched and soothed, with
even a deepened appreciation for existence. This
same gratitude that we find so easy to express for
friends and loved ones, we must also extend to
people or events which we might not otherwise
consider worthy of that gratitude — those less than
savory, to our minds, people, acquaintances or
situations that are also a part of our daily lives. I
think that you know the kind that I mean...the
person that gets under our skin, the complainer or
the nagger, the job we hate to do (for me, cleaning
the public areas of the abbey.) We often compile a
list of those things rather than those for which we
are grateful. It is often due to ours and our society’s
unfortunate tendency to look at or concentrate on
the negative. Yet, these challenging events or people
and the lessons they bring are essential. They are
there for a reason. Let’s look at that more closely.

The only way we learn how to cope with
irritating  situations or people is by first
experiencing them. An altercation with a relative or
friend, a promotion bypassed, an accident of some
kind or a sudden illness, a divorce, a death...none
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of these are on the list of desirable outcomes, yet
they are common occurrences in our world. In the
face of these seemingly bad situations or obnoxious
people, it raises signals within us. We become
protective of ourselves or defiant.

However, along with the disruption these
tests bring to our peace, they also bring opportunity
— opportunity for growth both as an emotional
person and as a spiritual being. In navigating these
events or people, we acquire the quality that we
might most need to develop in order to accelerate
our personal growth... qualities like patience,
forgiveness, forbearance, or understanding. What a
challenge it can be! What a test, yet what a victory
when that growth occurs!

None of us would probably choose to have it
this way, to have to learn in such an awkward and
sometimes painful manner. Is there an easier way?
Maybe, I do not know. But if by fire we do acquire
or reinforce a virtue, taking a rung up the ladder on
the way to the self mastery that that represents,
shouldn’t we be grateful? Sure, it is asking a lot, but
I believe there is room for gratitude in all things that
happen to us. They do not come to us haphazardly.
They arrive for our edification, and we have a
choice to put any virtue that might be required —
gratitude in particular — into practice.

There are also those tough lessons involving
events or people with which we are not directly
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involved. Some of the things we see are so terrible,
and we ask why. Why do we see children dying of
hunger? Why do we see tyranny and cruelty
inflicted upon the many? Why natural disasters and
man’s continual inhumanity, one to another? How
can these unendurable things be endured? How can
we trust a God Who could allow this to happen to
His children? What good can possibly come from
these terrible events?

If we look hard, these realities give us a
chance to express our humanity in its highest and
rarest form. There is an opportunity to express our
compassion in times of war or famine: forbearance
and compassion while we work for change with
those who hate themselves and inflict their pain and
distress on others; or the ultimate act of greatness,
forgiveness when we finally see that to understand
it all is to forgive it all. Courageous people have
succeeded in doing just that, helping by their
advanced character diffuse the anger or hatred or
selfishness that is too pervasive in the world.
Ultimately, our response, too, remains a choice. We
can follow their example and take a lesson by
making these untoward events an opportunity. We
do not need to join in the chorus of negativity that
anger and frustration bring to the world.

We want to learn our lessons in less
complicated and less painful ways, and that is okay.
We are not alone. It was Jesus Himself who
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implored our Father in the Lord’s Prayer to “not be
put to the test” or to be “lead into temptation.”
Again in the Garden, he begged not to be subjected
to all that he knew awaited Him. He most certainly
was put to the ultimate test. What He endured, and
the compassion and forgiveness that He showed in
His dying moments, has exemplified so much that [
have tried to express — the rising up to our true
glory — the assumption of a level of love and
gratitude that is rich and life-affirming.

If we consider this life to be just a bit of dust
flying in the winds of eternity, just a temporary
sojourn from our true home with God, then any
event’s importance becomes miniscule compared to
an eternal lesson learned, a beautiful virtue
developed. If we can come to see the nugget of
wisdom or character improvement that any event,
“good” or “bad” offers, then, yes, that is valuable.
That is growth and that kind of growth brings us
ever closer to joy. It is another step towards
becoming the best we can be in this lifetime, and
with that joy, to become fully human. The
forbearance of all that is evil or contrary and its
ultimate permutation into something good illustrates
what is best in man. We have that opportunity in all
that transpires in our lives. For that we can also be
grateful.

I am grateful for all of our monks — such
wonderful men. What we have constructed, we who
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have chosen the monastic life as pursued by Saint
Benedict over the last fifteen hundred years, is
inspiring. Few institutions can say that, if any, and I
am very grateful for that.

I admit that I have a special place for some
of our men. One of those favorites of mine, a
beautiful and truly
original soul, came to see me and show me still
another
reason to be grateful.

I’1l recount that moment to you now.



