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Living in hope: rediscovering the art of living!

The leaves and the flowers of a plant are its beauty,
the fruits, its riches,
but the root's strength is only faith.
The root is but hope
rising patiently in the darkness toward the day that it knows
not and will never see...
toward the flower that it knows not, but which is nourished by
its night.
Help our roots, O Lord!1
Together, we have already taken a little tour of the region from which I speak. I told you how
much “my hope is in the Lord”.2 Next, we reflected about some attitudes of hope in the face
of individualism and sectarianism. I suggest that we continue this refection, perhaps more
along the lines of learning to live in hope, by going more deeply into ourselves. Working at
the root level is, after all, a major feature of our monastic life!
Hope in the face of … indifference
“I want you to resist indifference.” This was the farewell
message of a young 17 year old girl who put an end to her life
last summer.
Indifference ranks high among our modern plagues of Egypt.
Most often, it reveals a loss of savor, of meaning. When
everything is all the same to me, when I don't care about
anything, I am in great danger.
God? So what! My neighbor? So what! Having become fragile through suffering, worn out
by living in a hard-hearted society, people create for themselves a shell of indifference,
sometimes simply in order to survive, sometimes also as an excuse: “After all, we can't carry
all the misery of the world on our shoulders,” they'll tell you, with a resigned, defeatist air,
relieved to to be able to sleep peacefully. Others will say, “You can't trust anyone.” But how
will they ever be able to have the liberating experience of not coming away from an encounter
untouched, of coming away bigger, happy, transformed?
In our monastic lives, do we not name this kind of indifference “acedia,” the plague against
which our forbears waged spiritual combat? In the face of this plague, what can nourish and
revive our hope? An attitude of respect that invites attention and consideration, it seems to
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me. Surely also a new way of looking at things that is capable of restoring a sense of
enchantment to life.
A new way of looking at every object. In his marvelous chapter
on the cellarer, Benedict invites us to consider all the utensils of
the monastery like the sacred vessels of the altar and asks that no
negligence be committed! 3
An invitation to restore savor to our mundane routines, through
the consideration with which we treat even the smallest objects. An invitation to make every
act a liturgy, i.e., a service which bind us to the Lord and connects us to others, as opposed to
the “negligence” which breaks bonds!4
An invitation to live in a new relationship with things. Christian Bobin writes: When you look
hastily at something beautiful, you want to keep it for yourself. When you contemplate it with
the slowness that it deserves, then it becomes luminous, and you no longer want to possess it.
Gratitude is the only feeling that allows this brightness to become part of us.5
A new way of seeing that discovers in each person a brother or a sister: Benedict, obviously
quoting Matthew, but also the other Evangelists who say the same thing in their own way,
asks us to welcome Christ in each person, especially the poorest, the least, the destitute.6 We
can experience legitimate moments of discouragement and feel crushed by powerlessness in
the face of so much distress in the world! It is then that Christ seeks us out: he is here, at our
door, looking for a simple glass of water! What marvelous grace of beatific vision7 is offered
us here! We had committed ourselves to searching for God in our whole lives, and now he
gives himself to us in this simple encounter. As Christian Bobin would say, why raise your
eyes to heaven to look for God when he is present in the least and the lowest?8 It is surely
intentional that Benedict invites us to incline the ear of our heart in the very first verse of his
Rule! To incline it toward the very low, the least, through whom our God whispers to us!
We can also learn a new way of seeing with each doxology. Do we not bow thus in adoration
before the Triune God, before the beauty of our God as Poor? Can we receive the grace of
Balaam, whose eyes were opened even as he prostrated himself?9 And then we would not see
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with envy, but with desire!10 Still more deeply, do we not bow before God who is at our feet?
Do we not thus bow as we search for God? And does this doxology not crush our
indifference?
Hope in the face of ...violence
(Rouault)
Every day the media display images of violence, in our countries and all around
the globe. Violence of retribution. Violence of armed conflicts. The insidious
violence of poverty that kills a child every 5 seconds in our world! What cause
for despair!
In our monasteries we are rarely at the front lines of the “hottest spots.” But
might we be there to help behind the front lines? How many of those who are wounded by life
do we welcome within our walls?
Are our relationships always informed by paschal peace? Is not the root of violence to be
found at the bottom of our hearts? Is it not there that we first must wage our combat, in order
to become beings of reconciliation, in justice and solidarity, to sow hope on our earth that is
shaken by so many forms of violence?
It is when we encounter injustice and violence that Benedict exhorts us to choose hope: go
reread the fourth degree of humility!11
Beginning with the prologue, Benedict invites us to seek peace and pursue it.12 Many
monasteries have carved on the lintel of their entrance these three letters: Pax! How can we
serve the cause of peace? How can we become peace? This is not the place to reflect at length
on the violence that inhabits us or which comes to us as aggression from without. But is it not
obvious that at the root of every sort of violence that I encounter there is a wound, an
experience of having been treated with violence? Can we not all identify in our lives the
violence we have experienced, and which might make us fragile and lead us to act violently in
turn?
Jesus rose up in the midst of our suffering humanity, like a veritable barricade against which
evil no longer found a support from which it could spread, which evil slammed into,
obstructed from pursuing the spiral in which our humanity was held prisoner: the spiral of
evil experienced but not integrated, not recognized, that pushes the wounded person to wound
others, albeit unconsciously. Can we become one with God's plan, welcoming life in all its
density and bear it,13 in the fullness of our personhood in Christ? Can we go forth unarmed,
in this universe of distress, recognizing the evil within ourselves so as not to reproduce it, so
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that, with Jesus, in him, we may become that barricade where the spiral of violence
crumbles.14 To become, with Jesus, a new humanity.
When another person is aggressive towards me, if I can go beyond my fear, my pain and my
initial revulsion, I can read in this act of violence a cry of distress, of despair, a call for help. I
can recognize in the very one who hurts me a brother, a sister.
The testament of Christian de Chergé15 has traveled around the world;
may it dwell in our hearts. You are familiar with it, so I shall remind
you of only a few lines:
My life has no more value than any other. Nor any less value. In any
case, it has not the innocence of childhood. I have lived long enough
to know that I am an accomplice in the evil which seems to prevail so
terribly in the world, even in the evil which might blindly strike me
14

Lytta Basset, a Protestant theologian, has shed much light on this theme.
Testament of Dom Christian de Chergé (opened on Pentecost Sunday, May 26, 1996), Facing a
GOODBYE.... If it should happen one day - and it could be today - that I become a victim of the terrorism
which now seems ready to engulf all the foreigners living in Algeria, I would like my community, my Church
and my family to remember that my life was GIVEN to God and to this country. I ask them to accept the fact
that the One Master of all life was not a stranger to this brutal departure. I would ask them to pray for me: for
how could I be found worthy of such an offering? I ask them to associate this death with so many other equally
violent ones which are forgotten through indifference or anonymity. My life has no more value than any other.
Nor any less value. In any case, it has not the innocence of childhood. I have lived long enough to know that I
am an accomplice in the evil which seems to prevail so terribly in the world, even in the evil which might blindly
strike me down. I should like, when the time comes, to have a moment of spiritual clarity which would allow me
to beg forgiveness of God and of my fellow human beings, and at the same time forgive with all my heart the
one who would strike me down. I could not desire such a death. It seems to me important to state this. I do not
see, in fact, how I could rejoice if the people I love were indiscriminately accused of my murder. It would be too
high a price to pay for what will perhaps be called, the "grace of martyrdom" to owe it to an Algerian, whoever
he might be, especially if he says he is acting in fidelity to what he believes to be Islam. I am aware of the scorn
which can be heaped on the Algerians indiscriminately. I am also aware of the caricatures of Islam which a
certain Islamism fosters. It is too easy to soothe one's conscience by identifying this religious way with the
fundamentalist ideology of its extremists. For me, Algeria and Islam are something different: it is a body and a
soul. I have proclaimed this often enough, I think, in the light of what I have received from it. I so often find
there that true strand of the Gospel which I learned at my mother's knee, my very first Church, precisely in
Algeria, and already inspired with respect for Muslim believers. Obviously, my death will appear to confirm
those who hastily judged me naïve or idealistic: "Let him tell us now what he thinks of his ideals!" But these
persons should know that finally my most avid curiosity will be set free. This is what I shall be able to do, God
willing: immerse my gaze in that of the Father to contemplate with him His children of Islam just as He sees
them, all shining with the glory of Christ, the fruit of His Passion, filled with the Gift of the Spirit whose secret
joy will always be to establish communion and restore the likeness, playing with the differences. For this life
lost, totally mine and totally theirs, I thank God, who seems to have willed it entirely for the sake of that JOY in
everything and in spite of everything. In this THANK YOU, which is said for everything in my life from now
on, I certainly include you, friends of yesterday and today, and you, my friends of this place, along with my
mother and father, my sisters and brothers and their families. You are the hundredfold granted as was promised!
And also you, my last-minute friend, who will not have known what you were doing: Yes, I want this THANK
YOU and this GOODBYE to be a "GOD-BLESS" for you, too, because in God's face I see yours. May we meet
again as happy thieves in Paradise, if it pleases God, the Father of us both.
AMEN! IN SHA’ALLAH!
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down. I should like, when the time comes, to have a moment of spiritual clarity which would
allow me to beg forgiveness of God and of my fellow human beings, and at the same time to
forgive with all my heart the one who would strike me down...And also you, my last-minute
friend, who will not have known what you were doing: Yes, I want this THANK YOU and this
GOODBYE to be a “GOD-BLESS” for you, too, because in God's face I see yours. May we
meet again as happy thieves in Paradise, if it pleases God, the Father of us both. AMEN! IN
SHA'ALLAH!
This is neither poetry nor pious discourse; it is the true, Christified cry of a human heart. In
the face of pain and violence, we have the power to stop it, or to amplify it. We have this
power to pray God, who is the first among us, within us, to be struck down by evil, and to
have pity on him, at least as much if not more than on ourselves, by allowing ourselves to
love the very one who persecutes us. In the face of violence, can I accept being requisitioned
with Simon of Cyrene to carry the cross?
(Feldmann)
See the look on the face of Christ who is waiting
for this compassion, this help!
I have no solution to the problem of suffering, but I
worry when God is forgotten in its midst, when he
is not accused of it! When a child suffers, do his parents not suffer even
more? What can one say about the immensity of suffering of our God
and Father? To be bearers of hope for God himself...that is of primary importance!
Undoubtedly God is hoping that we will look at him with love to console him! More
precisely, that we will look with compassion! With a look that we would give a brother or a
sister who is hurting! A look that will raise him up.
Hope in the face of...death
Our society refuses death; it tries to hide it, to deny it. Does death not make a brutal end of the
most beautiful hopes? But to refuse death is to refuse reality. Benedict asks us always to keep
it before our eyes!16 There is nothing morbid in this invitation; it is rather an invitation to
give weight to everyday life and to assume in advance our own death, in order to make of it a
hearth of life, of new hope. Before the barrier of death, I am confronted with perhaps the
greatest form of limitation. And what if that were freedom?
On the day of my profession, as St. Benedict requires, I sang the Suscipe17. This chant
grounds my life on the promise of God, on his fidelity towards me. On that day, God did not
commit himself to preserving me from death, he did not guarantee me a life without failure,
he did not guarantee that I would be in my community, or in the Benedictine order (or
disorder!) forever. This chant gave me over to the fidelity of God. A God who is faithful to
himself as well as to us, a God who created us free, as co-creators and not puppets in his
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hands. A God who continues to love us, no matter what we do. A God who, in faithfulness to
his plan of love, did not save his Son from suffering, failure and death. We are forewarned!
During the 2006 symposium, we made a pilgrimage to Norcia. Together
we renewed our profession and sang the Suscipe. This moment has stayed
imprinted on my heart. Try to imagine it: how marvelous! A hundred or
so Benedictines from all over the world reaffirming their commitment
together. We should have asked the press to be there and go into ecstasy
over Benedictine life, or I know not what other form of success! That
would have been overlooking where our feet were. We were standing in
the midst of ruins, in the church of St. Scholastica, a pathetic, abandoned church, without
even a bench where the older sisters could sit down. The gardener, guardian of the place, must
have wondered why we had chosen such a broken-down church for our liturgy! Weren't there
enough sumptuous churches in Italy?
We didn't commit ourselves to succeed, but just to live! To live in the movement of the Spirit
of God which blows where it will, even in ruins, even in a pile of dry bones! We committed
ourselves to letting God dream in us his craziest dreams, his dreams that became Body and
Spirit in a nomadic people, a fragile communion of sinners. And hope does not deceive..18
In risking our whole lives on this faithful God, we committed ourselves with our whole will,
with a hope that does not depend on us! This could appear to be a bit contradictory. But such
a commitment, by consenting to death in advance, acquires a liberty, an undreamed-of
creativity. We can risk our life like a dance step in a field of ruins! Suscipe me... receive me,
O Lord...or pick me up, O Lord!
(video clip of two handicapped persons dancing:
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4fEz9xGRgCo )
Hope in the face of...my sin
If there is one reality that is difficult to live with, is it not the
consciousness of our own evil? It is there, present in my life. How can
I continue to hope, when I discover the extent to which evil weaves its
web and catches me in its nets? The consequences are sometimes not
serious, sometimes disastrous; the evil that I commit disconcerts and
discourages me.
Often, someone who wants to spare us guilt feelings will come up with an excuse or
justification. Certainly, it is good to see the whole picture, to look accurately at the way in
which we live, think, speak, act. But is there not also a place for the recognition of our fault in
its nudity? Those who live by the truth, come to the light.19 Yes, in the face of sin, we need
to be able to say, if possible, a little more spontaneously than David, I have sinned.20 Benedict
exhorts us to open our hearts21 with confidence, in order to dash our sins upon the rock of
Christ. It is when the brother has passed this rung on the ladder of humility that he is called
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“monk,”22 that is, “unified”.23 He has reached a stage of humble lucidity that speaks to us of
God!
Indeed, St. Benedict invites us always to ascribe to God the good I see in myself; as for the
evil, I must know that I am the author.24 This verse can make us wince; certain people have
read it as an unhealthy, pathological tendency to deprecate oneself and denigrate the human.
But can we not read it through other glasses? Can we not affirm that Benedict is speaking, in
fact, of something much more fundamental, that is, of the eternal innocence of God: God is
innocent of the evil that reigns in my heart, as he is innocent of all evil. And it is a grace to
discover this face of our God, because this God of eternal innocence cannot be the inflexible
judge who condemns without appeal. This God of eternal innocence can be only goodness
and beauty. Because he is Eternal Innocence, he brings forgiveness to his incandescence. Pure
love, he can only purify, forgive!
One can now understand the accuracy of this tool of the spiritual art:
Never despair of the mercy of God.25 If all the other tools fall from our
hands, let us at least hold fast to that one! Dante in his Divine Comedy
places this sign over the gates of Hell: Abandon all hope, you who enter
here.26 Yes, my faults place me in the non-love which is hell. But there
is God, his eternal innocence, his crazy love as Father, who gives
everything in giving his Son. There's this crazy love of the Son who
shares everything, to the point of penetrating the lowest, most profound
space in this hell which is mine. It is he who is my hope in the midst of
hell! Ever since Good Friday, every sincere look at my fault shows me Jesus, who takes it on
himself to free me from it.
Also, every moment offers us the possibility of starting over: Today, again, I begin.27 To
discover that in the very depths of my sin the face of my God calls me to contemplate his
eternal beauty, his eternal innocence, to know that there is God, and that that is enough!28 I
can no longer sing the Felix Culpa of the Exultant without being moved! Is it not a marvelous
song of hope?
Hope in the night
Finally, can we not consider a number of situations that we have to live as if in the night?
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I would also like to end by evoking Chapter 15 of the Rule of Benedict: When Alleluia Should
Be Said! The fact that Benedict has written a whole chapter on this question29 tells us the
importance he attaches to this song.
Alleluia: praise God. An exhortation that I send to my heart, and to others.
At the same time: praise to God: God, you are marvelous, you enchant us! Benedict does not
tell us: Praise God for this or that reason; it is rather a question of praising him in an absolute
manner, because He is God, a really good God! There is in this song a consent to what God is,
a consent that God be God according to God's understanding of what it means to be God.
Praise is expressed outwardly, the exact opposite of the sort of expression that Benedict
dreads above all others: murmuring. This kind of furtive discontent, of unending criticism or
incessant lamentation which causes the person, instead of joining in the singing with the
fullness of his being, to turn back in on himself in a whispered, murmured grumbling that
brings down and brings on, even cultivates, sadness that closes us up within ourselves instead
of opening to the other, to the absolute of the other. The murmur is perhaps the exact opposite
of hope! It may even kill hope!
Alleluia: it is the paschal song par excellence, the victory song of life
over death, the victory song of the Good, the True, in short, of Love,
over evil, falsehood, hate, violence. This song reflects the choice of
hope, the decision of faith: it is not just an emotion.
If this, then, is the meaning of alleluia, when should we sing it? When
we are living on the path of the resurrection? When the sun is rising,
victorious over night and darkness? It is the spontaneous response of
liturgists: they'll tell you with conviction that one must sing alleluia on Easter Day, during
Eastertide, on Sunday, which is the Easter of each week, and finally at the Eucharist, which is
the Easter of each day. For the liturgy of the hours, they point to Lauds, which celebrates the
rising Sun.
And what does Benedict say? For him, the alleluia is to be sung daily during the night office.
In this choice, I see a profound realism rather than sweet dreams: an act of faith, a veritable
participation in the work of salvation. Our mission is to lay before our God all of the areas of
distress, of sadness in our world, so that the victory of Easter will come, and to be present to
God in these situations, because God is the first to be affected by them.
Singing alleluia means becoming witnesses to the resurrection, along with the disciples. How?
Not at all in triumph, in an insolence that ignores the distress and suffering of others.
Becoming witnesses to the resurrection means to witness in the middle of the night, as it were.
It is in the night of our world that monks must sing alleluia and proclaim their hope.
A hymn30 for Vigils during Lent has us ask: Do human nights lead to God? The answer is not
Yes, but rather: The forgiveness that brings light to their nights comes from God. Human
nights do not necessarily lead to God; the night of the disciples of Emmaus went in the
opposite direction, but God comes to us in the night, he comes to illumine our night.
29
30

Strongly debated during Benedict's era according to commentators.
Les nuits humaines (Human nights), text of the CFC.

For God, darkness is not darkness at all.31 Each night offered to God's gaze, open to his
presence, is light, because it is presence and communion. The light of Christ broke in two the
the darkness of our world. The Exultant sings: O blessed night. Blessed not by its darkness,
but because it has opened itself to the light of Christ. Would it be too much to remember this
every night? This is what Benedict asks of us: to be watchmen, and in the middle of this
world's night to sing alleluia. To be those who offer the night to God without ceasing, who
offer to God's redemption all human nights, who open them to the passage of his grace.
If we are going to dare sing this song in truth, to utter it in deepest night, we need the courage
to enter into the night, the courage to feel its heaviness. We must dare to share the night with
so many of our brothers and sisters all over the world.
Are we capable of hearing their cry, Watchman, tell us of the night32 ? We could go back to
the morning paper and read there about the nights of men, women, and children of our
time...Can we hear their night? Do we share it? A Negro spiritual reproaches God for having
made the night too long;33 (Sr. Sheila: I tried to find the original in English, without success.)
Father Duval sang it in his own manner: Why Lord, you who made the world, why did you
make the night so long, so long, so long for me!34 But isn't God the first to suffer from it?
Human night, God's night, it is all one. God knew the night which we experience, which our
brothers and sisters go through, long before we did! As we listen to the heartbeats of our
world's heart, let us try to hear the heartbeats of our God's heart. Let us welcome in its reality
the night of our brothers and sisters in humanity. Yes, and read there the night of our God.
Let us not take in the news simply to feed our curiosity, or more devoutly, to nourish our
intercessions, but let us hear the cry of our God through the cry of our humanity. God
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You made the strong and the weak;
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And me you made sing a solitary song,
But why did you make the night too long...?
You made the high mountains, the earth, the sky;
Who am I that you should reproach me?
But Lord, you made the night too long.”
quoted in Bernard BRO, Dieu seul est humain (only God is human), Paris, Cerf, 1973, pp. 231-232.

NIGHT (for those who can't sleep)
Words and music: Aimé Duval. © Auvidis
Oh, why, why, why Lord?
Why, Lord who made the world,
Why did you make the night so long,
So long, so long, so long for me?
1. You made the day and the sun
With dreams for sleep... Oh !
2. You made ivory, black ebony
With snow on the roofs... Oh !
3. You made one day from a bit of earth
The heart of man and its mystery... Oh !
4. You made, thank God, our friendship...
To share everything half and half... Oh ! Amen.

penetrates our nights, inhabits them, lives them. There are not two nights, that of man and
that of God. To paraphrase Lacordaire35 : there aren't two nights; if you want to know the
night of God, descend into you own, but just add to it infinity. Add to it infinity! Terrible and
yet so true!!! Who better than God can live the night of so many of his children, who can
understand with the heart, if not our God?
We shall not sing “alleluia” with exuberance, as if we had just emigrated to a 7th heaven,
forgetting the reality of suffering, of sin, of evil, but in sharing with our God all the nights of
humanity. In so doing, we console our God as best we can for all the nights we inflict on him
on our earth, because in the night he often hears only our cries, and while he carries in his
heart all of our wounds, who is there to console him?
Singing alleluia in the night means to let our ways of seeing and thinking be transformed; it is
an intimate conversion which leads us irresistibly in the footsteps of the crucified and risen
Jesus. This song invites us to watch for the signs of dawn, to remain standing like the
watchman, like the bird, which by its song wants to wake the dawn. We have this power to
make the day come faster, as St. Peter says: Think what sort of people you ought to be, what
holiness of life, what respect for God you should have, you who wait for the day of God and
try to hasten its coming.36
Singing alleluia allows us to be at the side of our God at all times. For him also! This alleluia
is given to us. It is confided to us. It is up to us to become it. It is up to us to be “alleluia” by
our hope. Even if we are fragile! Because we are fragile!
(music : alleluia )
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