
Volume 37  •  Number 3                       Spring 2011



©2011 by The Society of Saint John the Evangelist, North America

Cover photo:
The cross at the peak of the Monastery tower,  
framed with sky.

IN THIS ISSUE:

In the third Monastic Wisdom for Everyday Living article, Br. Mark looks 
forward to Resurrection, not a distant promise of the end times, but a reality 
available to us even now, as we anticipate the joy of Easter.

In an interview, Br. Robert invites readers to the practice of meditative prayer.  

Br. David, recently come back from the Holy Land, shares wisdom from the 
tradition of desert spirituality.

Visit www.SSJE.org/gallery to view a slide show from the Ways in the Wilderness 
pilgrimage.

On his return from sabbatical, Br. Curtis shares reflections on his time in Kenya 
and the gift of humility he witnessed there.

Br. Eldridge invites us to re-encounter Lent not as a time of abstinence, but of 
training, allowing us to know God’s love more deeply.

Construction News | Letter from a Member of the FSJ | Continuing  
Connections | Community News | Friends of SSJE Annual Report|

To follow the latest news from the Brothers, visit www.SSJE.org where you can listen to weekly 
sermons and view photo galleries of construction at the Monastery.

We would welcome hearing what you think of this issue of Cowley Magazine.  
Visit www.SSJE.org/cowleymagazine to share comments, ask questions, 

or see Cowley Magazine in color!

Update your address with us!  See the postcard inside. 
To remove your name from our physical mailing list and sign up for our electronic mailing list,  

please call 617.876.3037x55, or email friends@ssje.org.



3

Dear Members of the Fellowship 
of Saint John and other Friends

A Letter from the Superior

Geoffrey Tristram, SSJE

Welcome dear Feast of Lent.”  Not 
all of us look forward to Lent with 

the enthusiasm of the poet George Her-
bert!  But in the monastic tradition Lent 
has always had a special resonance and 
importance.  The days of Lent remind 
us of Moses and Elijah and Jesus, all of 
whom spent forty days in the wilder-
ness.  And the wilderness was the place 
which gave birth to the first Christian 
monks.  They fled to the desert to face 
their demons and, as the early Fathers 
put it, “to attend to the searching love of 
God.”  Those first monks knew that they 
needed something tough, something 
hard, such as the unrelenting landscape 
of the Egyptian desert, in order to break 
free from the choking cares and claims 
of the world, to discover that inner place 
of silence and detachment, which they 
called “the place of the weighing of the 
heart.”  Then they could begin the work 

of breaking through the fantasies and 
projections and illusions in their lives – 
to reach the place of truth and wisdom 
and peace. Many of the practices and 
disciplines which we take on during Lent 
are rooted in the wisdom of the desert fa-
thers, and several articles in this edition 
of Cowley explore how we may deepen 
our own life of prayer and discipleship 
during these coming forty days.

The experience of retreat is for many 
of us an especially powerful way of shar-
ing something of this desert experience.  
One of the things which we are most 
looking forward to when the Monastery 
renovations are completed, is the reopen-
ing of our Monastery Guesthouse for 
retreats.  In a noisy, frenetic world, we 
seek to offer both at the Monastery and 
at Emery House holy places of sanctuary.  
As our Rule puts it, “We have silence for 
our guests, which protects the mystery 

“
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Geoffrey Tristram SSJE
Superior

Faithfully,

of their hearts and brings healing.  We 
have our ongoing stream of worship 
. . .the fellowship of our altar and table.  
We offer security, where guests are safe 
from intrusion and free to pray.  Our 
houses have simple beauty, and we offer 
courtesy, acceptance and intercession 
. . .to help retreatants grow in Christ.”

The work on the Monastery is 
progressing very well, despite the many 
challenges we have faced, from windows 
to sewers!  At times the inside of the 
Monastery has seemed completely cha-
otic and barely recognizable. But slowly, 
and rather wonderfully, something new 
and beautiful is taking shape.  In many 
ways the renovation of the Monas-
tery has for me served as a metaphor 
for the Christian faith.  Even in the 
midst of chaos and loss, there is always 
the promise of hope and resurrection.  
Brother Mark writes on the mystery of 
the Resurrection in the third article of 
our Monastic Wisdom for Everyday Living 
series, and reflects on how resurrection 
is indeed woven into the very texture of 
our lives.  

issue.  At Christmas, through the kind-
ness of the Episcopal Divinity School, 
we were able to worship in their beauti-
ful chapel, and it was a real joy to share 
in the celebration of the birth of Christ 
with so many friends and worshippers.  
As we look to the future, we are very 
much looking forward to our Fellowship 
of Saint John Day on Saturday,  
May 7.  We are delighted that our 
preacher will be the Very Revd. Robert 
Willis, Dean of Canterbury Cathedral, 

who is a good friend of our community.  
We are not sure what stage the construc-
tion will have reached, but we certainly 
hope to be able to use the Chapel.

As we approach another Lent, and 
prepare ourselves once more to celebrate 
the Paschal mystery, we give thanks to 
God for his faithfulness in leading us 
forward into new life: “behold I make 
all things new.”  We also give thanks to 
you our friends and benefactors for sup-
porting our life and mission with such 
kindness and generosity.  We wish you 
all a blessed “Feast of Lent” and a joyful 
Easter.

These past months have been times 
of real blessing for us.  It was a joy to wel-
come home our Brother Curtis, just in 
time for Christmas, and to hear all about 
his sabbatical.  He shares some of his 
challenging experiences in Kenya in this 
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A Living Example
A Letter from a Member of  
the Fellowship of Saint John

As a child, growing up in the house of 
Spence Burton when he was Bishop 

of the Bahamas, I was very influenced by 
the visible dichotomy between his strict 

self-discipline and 
his warm, loving 
approach to others.  
Although he was 
very strict, he told 
our parents never 
to discipline us 
in the chapel.  So 
we would wander 
around during 
the daily mass (I 
assumed everyone 
said mass before 
breakfast), looking 
at the bells, finger-
printing the icons, 

because he said to my parents, “This is 
the house of God. Let them alone.”  I 
have pictures of him with my brother on 
his knee.

I also remember the great discipline 
of his own life. He was always at prayer 
in the chapel. By choice, he lived in 
a back room (which had nothing in it 
except a rope bed), in a separate building 
behind the main house.  Behind that 
property there was an asylum, and all 
night he would hear the inmates scream-
ing.  He visited leper colonies, which 
were quite grim; he traveled all over ad-
ministering to people who were incred-
ibly poor.  And yet, at the same time, as 
Bishop of Nassau and the Bahamas, he 
also had to accommodate having people 
like the Duke and Duchess of Windsor 
come to stay with him.  His example 

amazed me, as one of spirituality never 
confined to a particular class. I was so 
impressed by his outreach to people 
regardless of their background or their 
situation.  He ministered to everyone.

This is the tradition the Brothers of 
SSJE are carrying on today: a tremen-
dous outreach to all people. They’re a 
living example of the Spirit of Christ 
in the world today—and a very secular 
world it is.  For a long time, the SSJE 
Community was much more cloistered 
and inward. In recent years, they’ve 
become very outward facing.  Now they 
talk about living a life in the modern 
world, and while that’s very challenging 
and a great risk for them, it allows them 
to be an example to me of how I can be 
in the world.  I appreciate the way that 
they have reached out on the web, to 
those of us who cannot be in Cambridge. 
In that outreach, I see them living and 
carrying forward their founder’s inten-
tion.

I was fortunate enough to have been 
raised in the shadow of Bishop Burton, 
to witness his example and that carried 
forward by a succession of several Supe-
riors to the community, beginning with 
Father Pederson.  But all that would be 
just a memory without the living legacy 
that the Brothers are now providing.  
They are a living example.

Mary’s father, H. Reed Russell, was  
private secretary to Br. Spence during  
his time as Bishop of Haiti and the  
Dominican Republic, and then later when 
he was Bishop to the Bahamas. As a child, 
her family often lived in the Bishop’s house.

FSJ member Mary Yablonsky shares memories  
of growing up around SSJE’s Br. Spence Burton.

The bishop and the 
author’s brother,  
sitting on the steps of  
Addington house, the 
bishop’s residence, 
looking out on the 
church fair below.
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Gifts From The Desert

David Vryhof, SSJE

The Desert Fathers and Mothers were 
a strange bunch. I’d always thought 

so, anyway. Why would people isolate 
themselves in a desolate place, far from 
the nearest civilization, in order to give 
themselves to God in constant prayer 
and simple manual work? Their lives 
seemed so alien to me; the stories about 
them, bizarre. What possible relevance 
could they have to those of us living in 
the 21st century?

All that changed this past October 
when Br. Curtis Almquist and I served 
as chaplains for a group of 25 pilgrims 
from St. George’s College in Jerusalem. 
Our pilgrimage was called “Ways in the 
Wilderness,” and we visited some of the 
earliest Christian monastic sites in the 
deserts of Egypt. I saw the Desert Fathers 
and Mothers in a new light, appreciating 

both their humanity and their holiness. 
I came away thinking they had a great 
deal to teach us and even though we 
couldn’t imitate them, we could certainly 
be inspired by them.

Men and women began fleeing the 
cities and civilizations in which they had 
lived in the latter part of the 3rd century. 
They went into the wilderness where 
they faced brutal physical conditions 
– scorching heat, scarcity of water and 
food, the threat of dangerous animals 
and treacherous terrain – conditions that 
threatened their lives every day. They 
also faced the psychological and emo-
tional challenges of a life isolated from 
others. The movement grew and spread 
in the 4th and 5th centuries until there 
were literally thousands of people living 
as hermits or in monastic communities 
across the Egyptian deserts.

They have much to teach us, even 
though we live in very different circum-
stances. They offer gifts that we badly 
need today, such as silence and solitude, 
simplicity of life, and purity of heart.

The gift of Silence and Solitude in a 
noisy and crowded world.

We have largely forgotten how to 
be still. We rarely experience any kind 
of silence, much less the deep, rich, pro-
longed silence of desert places. We are 
bombarded with thousands of verbal and 
visual messages every day, surrounded by 

Learning from the Desert 
Fathers and Mothers

At St. Catherine’s Monastery in the Sinai of 
Egypt are Brs. David and Curtis with Fr. Justin, 
the Monastery Librarian.
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Anselm Gruen, a Benedictine 
monk, writes, “Silence is the spiritual 
path pure and simple. In silence we en-
counter ourselves and our inner reality.” 
Silence and solitude give us opportunity 
to know ourselves as we truly are, to see 
others as they are, to experience God 
as God is. Silence and solitude help 
us discern what motivates us, what we 
truly value, the purpose(s) for which we 
live. The Desert Fathers and Mothers 
model a deep self-knowledge, a non-
judgmental spirit towards others, and 

Climbing up to St. Anthony’s cave. The chapel 
below is simply a resting place, not part of  
St. Anthony’s Monastery.

Br. Curtis standing at the entrance to a Coptic 
monastic cell.  One stoops to enter to be 
reminded of humility, one of the chief virtues 
sought by monks.

countless distractions. By being “virtu-
ally present” in many places, we are not 
really present to life at all. It is not sur-
prising that our roots don’t go very deep; 
we lack the nourishment and strength 
that silence and solitude can give us. We 
lack spiritual depth. The Desert Fathers 
and Mothers challenge us to see how 
important times of silence and solitude 
are in the spiritual life. They encourage 
us to relearn how to be still before God, 
to listen and notice, to be present to 
Christ’s real presence.

the experience of intimacy with God. 
“Go into your cell,” they teach us, “and 
your cell will teach you everything.”

We cannot experience the mea-
sure of silence and solitude these desert 
dwellers knew, nor would most of us 
want to. But by making time for silence 
and solitude in our lives, we can de-
velop the same interior silence that they 
knew and treasured. Discovering this 
silence within us will help us to discover 
ourselves and others, and to know God. 
“Be still,” says the Lord, “and know that 
I am God.”

 The gift of Simplicity in a complicated 
world.

The Desert Fathers and Mothers 
show us how to be content with less. 
They were wary of possessions because 
they knew how easily our possessions 
can take possession of us! They saw how 
the accumulation of material things can 
distract us and make our lives more com-
plicated. They saw how overindulgence 
dulls our senses and limits our spiri-
tual sensitivity. Their self-denial seems 
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extreme to us, but perhaps it is because 
we have grown accustomed to having 
too much – too much food, too many 
possessions, too many commitments, too 
many options, too many cares. The des-
ert dwellers teach us to let go of excess 
baggage and to live more simply. We can 
always manage with less than we have. 
Travel lighter! 
The gift of Purity of Heart in a  
deceitful and compromising world.

“Give me a word, Father,” visitors 
would say to the desert monks. They 
expected a simple word, a life-giving 
word, life-transforming advice that pro-
ceeded from a wise and pure heart. The 
Desert Fathers and Mothers pursued the 
virtue of a pure heart because they knew 
it was the only way to experience God. 
For them God was very close. Prayer 
was not something they did so much as 
something they were. And for this they 
needed to purify their hearts, expelling 
their guile and sin, and giving them-
selves wholly to God. Abba Anthony 
(3rd century) said, “Whoever hammers 
a lump of iron, first decides what he is 
going to make of it, a scythe, a sword, or 
an axe. Even so we ought to make up our 
minds what kind of virtue we want to 
forge or we labor in vain.”
These insights from the desert are simple 

but necessary gifts, much needed in 
today’s world. We do not have to isolate 
ourselves in the desert to find them, but 
we do have to make space to receive 
them. Plan for and embrace opportuni-
ties for silence and solitary reflection. 
Find some time and space to reflect on 
what is most important to you. Ask your-
self what is really worth living for, and 
challenge yourself to live in ways that 
reflect your deepest, truest values. Make 
space in your life for God, by opening 
your heart to the inspiration and insight 
that come from being really present  
to God. 

Look for opportunities to experi-
ence these gifts in everyday life. Take 
advantage of brief moments in the day to 
practice stillness, to listen and watch for 
God’s Spirit at work within you and in 
the world God shares with you. Reduce 
the clutter of your life and let go of the 
desire to possess and control. And if you, 
like me, find yourself stumbling along 
the way, take heart from Abba Poeman 
(3rd century). Each day he made a new 
beginning as he prayed, “My God, do 
not abandon me, but grant me, in your 
compassion, the power to make a new 
start.”

Amma Syncletica (4th century) 
said, “In the beginning there are 
a great many battles and a good 
deal of suffering for those who are 
advancing towards God, and after-
wards, ineffable joy. It is like those 
who wish to light a fire; at first they 
are choked by the smoke and cry, 
and by this means obtain what they 
seek. So we also must kindle the 
divine fire in ourselves.”

Brs. Curtis and David have 
created a slide show of 

photographs from their Ways 
in the Wilderness pilgrimage 

www.SSJE.org/gallery.
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Training for the Kingdom
Some Thoughts  
on Lenten Disciplines

Eldridge Pendleton, SSJE

When asked to offer an explanation 
of Lent, the spiritual purpose it 

serves, and to provide some suggestions 
for a Lenten discipline for 2011, I was 
struck by how shopworn and moribund 
the terms Lent and Lenten discipline 
themselves sound.  How could I suggest 
anything that might capture the excite-
ment and challenge the first Christians 
felt for this holy season?  For them it 
was a time of spiritual revitalization that 
echoed the springtime reawakening of 
Creation and readied them for the new 
life promised by Easter.  Our ancestors 
in the faith approached Lent with great 
seriousness, much as athletes would 
physical training.  By the end of its forty 
days they were disciplined and deepened 
in spiritual understanding and practice.  
By and large up to now that has not been 
my experience of Lent.  Most years it 
has been a half-hearted time of grudg-
ing attempts at “shoulds” and “oughts” 
that did not do much to clear away my 
spiritual torpor or deepen my relation-
ship with God.  This may have been 
your experience as well.

This year I offer a new approach.  
Let’s let Lent 2011 be the beginning of a 
training program that readies us for the 
Kingdom of heaven, that perfected state 
of spirituality the Gospels proclaim, fully 
alive in every respect as Jesus was.  How 
do we do this?  We will not achieve it by 

committing ourselves to some meaning-
less austerity such as depriving ourselves 
of watermelon for forty days, or similar 
nonsense.  The aim is to become more 
like Jesus in every way.  The purpose of 
his incarnation, taking on our humanity, 
was to lead us to God.  He called that 
ultimate destination the Kingdom of 
heaven or the Kingdom of God.  Brian 
C. Taylor, in his immensely helpful 
treatise on Christian prayer, Becoming 
Christ, explains what Jesus meant by the 
Kingdom:

“This quality of life is marked by un-
conditional love (especially for the 
powerless), forgiveness, peace, honest 
encounters with evil and injustice, 



10  SSJE

healing and freedom from all forms 
of captivity.  As we live into our 
Christly identity, we experience the 
kingdom more and more; we experi-
ence Christ’s life in us to a greater 
degree.  Prayer helps us in this regard, 
and contemplative prayer does so in 
an intensified way.  It moves us into 
the Kingdom that Jesus promised; it 
helps us to become Christ (5). 

Keep these attributes of redeemed life 
close to your heart each day and find 
ways to incorporate them into your 
daily Lenten discipline.”

The most perfect friendship and the 
most perfect love we will ever experi-
ence is with God.  This Lent aim to 
deepen the relationship.  Make a point 
of talking with God often.  At the begin-
ning and end of your day and times 
between put yourself in God’s presence 
with gratitude for all God has given 
you.  Ask for help when you need it.  
Make it an ongoing conversation.  And 
find a bold new way to pray you have 
never explored before.  You may want 
to meditate on a Gospel or one of Paul’s 
letters, a little bit each day.  You may 
wish to discover the riches of lectio divina 
and make it a part of your morning 
meditation.  Alexander Schmemann’s 
Sacraments and Orthodoxy has profound 
instruction for all Christians and would 
be excellent reflective reading. 

If you are not doing so already, 
incorporate into your life the Church’s 
rhythm of feasts and fasts.  Tradition-
ally, Lent has been a penitential season 
of fasting and abstinence.   The Rule 
of the Society of Saint John the Evangelist 
explains it this way:  

“Just as we feast to celebrate the 

abundance of the risen life, so we also 
fast because the end is not yet and the 
bridegroom is still to come.  .  . When 
we fast we should be following [Jesus], 
moved by the Spirit, to offer to God the 
experience of emptiness and want.”  

This will mean simple meals and 
limiting the amount of our eating, giving 
up meat and desserts, and abstaining 
from food until sunset on Ash Wednes-
day and Good Friday unless prevented 
from doing so because of physical 
infirmity or work.  If you cannot fast, 
strive for a more wholesome diet.  As 
part of your “athletic training,” this may 
be the time to reform eating habits or 
tackle an addiction with a twelve step 
program.  Do not be lukewarm.  Make 
the decisive move.  And remember, Lent 
has feast days, too, times to take a break 
and celebrate.  Every Sunday—even 
in Lent—is a feast of the Resurrection, 
and Lent always includes the springtime 
feasts of  St. Joseph on March 19 and the 
Annunciation on March 25. 

I hope these suggestions will help 
you invigorate your observance of Lent. 
Through a daily program of spiritual 
discipline that is both challenging and 
creative, Lent 2011 will enrich our re-
lationship with God and start us on the 
road to the Kingdom. 
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How is meditation different than 
prayer?

I’ve always thought of meditation as a 
form of prayer, one of the ways of pray-
ing.  There are different forms of medita-
tive prayer.  I suppose praying the rosary 
aloud with a group of people could be a 
meditative experience, though that’s not 
what we tend to think of as meditative 
prayer. The Eucharist is a prayer, and I 
suppose you could meditate during the 
Eucharist, although again, that’s not re-
ally the nature of what’s going on during 
the Eucharist.  Yet both of these forms of 
prayer could be practiced in a meditative 
way.  That’s how I think of meditation: 
as a form of prayer, a way of praying. 

So what does this particular way of 
praying look like? What sets it apart 
from other forms of prayer?

What underlies most meditative prayer 
is a practice to focus the thoughts.  
When we enter into meditative prayer, 
we narrow the focus of what we’re go-
ing to allow to pass through our mind.  
We do that to open ourselves up to 
things that are happening, but which 

we don’t ordinarily notice.  When you 
practice meditation, you don’t discover 
something that wasn’t there before, 
you discover something that is always 
there—which is God.  That awareness 
is what the practice of meditation hopes 
to foster.

One form of meditation asks you to clear 
your mind of all thoughts.  In the lan-
guage of the church, we call this “con-
templation”: the practice of stopping all 
thoughts. 

Another form of meditative prayer is 
lectio divina, slow reflective reading of 
a holy text.  This practice involves a 
different kind of focusing than con-
templation.  You take a text and read it 
very, very slowly and deliberately. When 
something strikes you, either in the text 
or in a word, set the book aside and 
follow the thought, wherever the Spirit 
leads.  Gradually, the train of thought 
begins to fade out, you reach the end of 
it.  Then you go back to the text and 
continue this very slow, deliberate kind 
of reading. Some people teach that it’s 
helpful to form the words with your lips, 
the way the ancients read texts. Suppos-
edly, at one time, no one read the way 
we read, with our lips closed; everybody 
formed the words as they read.  You 
might try this practice of reading the 
way the ancients read, embodying the 
language with your mouth.

Invitation to  
Meditative Prayer

A Conversation with Robert 
L’Esperance, SSJE
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These two forms of meditation sound 
like polar opposites – lectio divina, 
focusing deliberately on the language of 
a holy text, and contemplation, clearing 
the mind of all language and thought.  
Yes, and in between those two forms, 
there is another form of meditation 
that uses mantras, silent recitation of 
repetitive prayers like the Jesus prayer or 
the rosary (some people use the rosary 
for meditative purposes). You focus on 
something, a word, a phrase, a series of 
words, like “Lord Jesus Christ, Son of the 
living God, have mercy on me, a sinner,” 
the Jesus prayer. Again: the goal is not to 
clear thought from the mind, but to still 
the mind, to focus the mind. Here you 
focus on one word or series of words and 
stay with that.  

and relax you. So first, I would encourage 
anyone who wants to take on a medita-
tive practice to begin by incorporating 
some physical practice right from the 
beginning.

Anthony de Mello teaches a very inter-
esting form of meditative prayer with 
the body. He says to sit in a comfortable 
position, close your eyes, and do some 
focused breathing for a couple of min-
utes, just to calm the body.  Then begin 
to note the sensations that you’re feeling 
on your body.  Note what’s happening 
in and around you: if you feel a breeze 
on your chin, if you feel a flutter in your 
eyelid, if you notice a sensation in the 
third finger of your right hand.  Allow 
your imagination to simply follow this 
awareness, staying focused on the body 
and what the body is feeling. At the 
end of this explanation, he says: If you 
don’t think that this is prayer, try it.  He 
doesn’t tell you what happens, but it’s 
actually a very powerful way of focusing. 
You can become very focused. 

The reason we practice these forms of 
prayer is to put ourselves in the disposi-
tion to allow God to speak to us.  We 
become aware of the presence that is 
always there, but that somehow we usu-
ally don’t notice.  Meditation is a way of 
getting ourselves into a place where we 
begin to notice that Other.  One of the 
things that I love about de Mello’s prayer 
technique is that it recognizes the reality 
that there is no incorporeal existence for 
us.  Everything is embodied.  We are em-
bodied.  The universe has a mathemati-
cal structure, and we only exist in that 
context, so the only way we actually pray 
is through our bodies.  Even the thoughts 
of the mind, we now know, have physical 
properties.  They’re not airy things.  De 
Mello uses this specific technique where 
you focus on the body because the body 
is where prayer happens.  It can’t happen 
anywhere else.  

How would you encourage someone 
who’d never meditated before to begin?

I would encourage someone to start 
out, before beginning to meditate, by 
performing some kind of repetitive body 
motion: making the sign of the cross, 
prostrating, bending and touching the 
ground (which is a Russian form of 
prostration).  If you practice yoga, you 
could use yoga in a repetitive way, such 
as doing sun salutations.  Whatever 
you choose, do some form of repetitive 
body motion for about ten minutes. This 
repetitive activity prepares the body.  
Over time, this activity will send a signal 
to the body, preparing the body for the 
meditation that follows.  This action 
also can help to center you, calm you 
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So once you’ve gotten the body involved, 
what do you do next?
Most people are introduced to meditation 
first through contemplation, and they’re 
told that meditation is stopping the 
thoughts. That’s the first kind of medita-
tion they do and so they think that’s what 
meditation means.  But I’m not sure that 
contemplation is the best place for begin-
ners to begin. The assumption in our 
culture is that everyone can do it—and 
so we’re taught techniques to stop the 
thinking.  If people want to try contem-
plation, I would never discourage them 
from doing that.  But there are other ways 
to enter into meditative prayer that might 
be better ways for beginners to start.  I 
say that because many people who try 
contemplation become frustrated, because 
they can’t stop the thoughts.  They in-
terpret distraction as not praying.  Some 
people whom I see in spiritual direction 
assume that if they’re distracted, they’re 
not praying, whereas the distraction is 
part of contemplation.  I always tell them: 
Distraction is part of the prayer; the key 
is what you do with the distraction.  But 
many people become frustrated.  They 
try to do contemplative prayer and, when 
they can’t stop the thoughts, they give up 
on meditative prayer altogether.
So what would you say to someone who 
feels that they’re not doing it right, or 
not having the experience they’re hoping 
to have?
You cannot come to meditative prayer 
with a set of expectations.  A long time 

ago, one of my spiritual directors told 
me, as an encouragement to pray: “Most 
of what happens in prayer is occurring 
in the sub-conscious. That’s where the 
activity is really happening.  So keep 
going.  Don’t think that nothing is hap-
pening.”  We’re not conscious of most 
of what is happening.  There’s a whole 
biblical tradition of the dream—an expe-
rience of God that happens when we’re 
not conscious. In meditation, most of 
the time, most of us experience—on the 
conscious level—absolutely nothing.  
If that happens to you, don’t judge your 
experience as being worthless.  You 
really can’t say that nothing is happen-
ing.  We’re very complicated beings.  We 
perceive on so many different levels, and 
we’re not aware of many of them.  Yet 
the Holy Spirit is at work. 

Often we tend to think that we need 
to do something with ourselves first, 
and then God will get involved.  We 
think that there are things we need 
to fix, because otherwise God is not 
going to be able to get to us.  That is 
delusion.  None of that—none of your 
stuff matters to God at all.  Ultimately, 
whatever garbage your mind is tell-
ing you about this practice, just let it 
be.  Don’t try to fight it or force it, just 
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let it be.  But still do the prayer.  Do the 
prayer.  Regardless of what the chatter of 
your mind is telling you about its worth, 
or whether you’re having an experi-
ence, or whether you should be having 
an experience, or whether you should 
be looking to have an experience, or 
whether you should not be looking for an 
experience—all that chatter, just let it 
be.  Give it to God.  In God, none of that 
has anything to do with anything. 
Does meditation have an effect?  Or do 
you do it for the benefit of the practice 
alone?

I actually do think there’s an effect to 
meditation: People who pray become 
more able to love.  They are more able to 
give love to others.  Prayer frees up love 
in us, so that it can flow the way it’s sup-
posed to flow. I’ve seen this in the lives 
of those whom I meet in spiritual direc-
tion, those who take up prayer practices. 
Someone begins a serious prayer practice 
and, after a time, experiences herself or 
himself as a more loving being. I would 
say that that is what knowledge of God 
is.  Being more able to love others: 
That’s intimacy with God.

Email internsdirector@ssje.org 
or visit www.SSJE.org/internship for more information

Interested in Living in a 
Monastic Community?
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from their subsistence gardens, bartering 
whatever they can trade.  Life is a hard 
scrabble.  

Life is also a rich fare.  At St. 
Philip’s there is a wealth of what St. 
Paul calls the “fruit of the spirit”: love, 
joy, peace, patience, kindness, generos-
ity, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-
control.  The students who are preparing 
for ministry are an incredibly gifted, 
dedicated, faithful, courageous group of 
men and women.  Most of them come 
from unimaginable economic poverty, 
and they prepare to minister in the same.  
Jesus would say they are among the least, 

The Riches of Poverty
Reflections on Kenya

Curtis Almquist, SSJE

In the late autumn for nearly a month 
I had the privilege to share life with 

the students and faculty of St. Philip’s 
College, an Anglican theological institu-
tion in Maseno.  Maseno is in western 
Kenya near Lake Victoria.  For a number 
of years we have traveled to St. Philip’s 
to teach and offer spiritual direction to 
the students and faculty.  We cherish our 
relationship with this wonderful commu-
nity.  With them we experience riches 
and poverty simultaneously. 

Stephen Muyela Obilo, Manoah Mbandu 
Ndanyi, with Br. Curtis

Godffrey Wachuli Wawire and Emmah Achieng 
Omondi

Economically, most Kenyans are 
very poor.  More than 85% of popula-
tion live without electricity and the 
majority, without running water.  Most 
roads are dirt, deeply rutted.  Kenya’s 
Gross National Income, per capita, is 
$315 (compared to the USA’s $33,000).  
Unemployment in Maseno and the 
surrounding Western Province is at 
90%.  Most people live hand-to-mouth 
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serving the least, who are, in Jesus’ eyes, 
among the greatest.  And they are great.  

They practice what they preach.  
They have never been taught not to 
believe Jesus’ promises of provision and 
power.  Whether to pray for their daily 

Children of the faculty and students bring many 
smiles to the campus. 

Stephen Muyela Obilo, Robert Were Weswa, 
David Ekesa Anzetse, and Isaac Emung’ata 
Wandera

Isaac Emung’ata Wandera, Baker Omondi Gawo, 
and Philip James Waka join their classmates in 
volleyball following the daily Evening Prayer in 
the college chapel.

bread, for healing, for money, for protec-
tion, for strength, for comfort, they do 
this boldly, expectantly, faithfully.  They 
take Jesus at his word.  They have no 
other option.  

This past autumn we explored the 
Gospel according to Matthew, chapters 
5-7: “The Sermon on the Mount.”  Here 
we find the Beatitudes, Jesus’ promise 
of blessing even amidst the sorriest of 
conditions: the poor in spirit, those who 
mourn, those who hunger and thirst for 
righteousness, the meek, the merciful, 
the pure in heart, the peacemakers, the 
persecuted.  Knowing God’s blessing in 
these conditions are tall promises, and 
these Kenyans have every expectation 
and need for Jesus to provide what he 
promises.  Here Jesus also declares the 
Christian’s identity: “You are the salt 

of the earth.”  “You are the light of the 
world.”  These are very empowering 
words for ministers who serve outside of 
the channels of world power, not unlike 
the poor of Jesus’ own day.

One quality that these dear souls do 
not work on is the grace of humility.  In 
so many of these wonderful students and 
teachers at St. Philip’s, there is an unself-
conscious quality of “humility,” from the 
Latin, humus: earth, soil.  They are very 
grounded, quite literally to their sub-
sistence gardens but also in their souls.  
For my brothers and me to be invited 
into their trust is itself quite a humbling 
experience, and from which we western-
ers have so much to learn.
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COMMUNITY NEWS

Br. Geoffrey Tristram traveled to 
Virginia for a weekend mission at Christ 
Church, Glen Allen, November  12-14.

More than 35 people gathered for Br. 
David Vryhof’s workshop, “Discernment 
in Prayer,” held in Cambridge, MA on 
November  13.

Br. Mark Brown was in Jerusalem, 
November 23 – December 15, serving as 
chaplain for a Palestine of Jesus course at 
St. George’s College, East Jerusalem, and 
pursuing further studies in Arabic.

Br. David Vryhof taught a January Term 
course at the Episcopal Divinity School,  
January 3 – 7, “Fundamentals of Spiritual 
Direction.”

Br. David Allen continues his work with 

the Chinese Ministry at St. Paul’s Cathe-
dral in Boston.

Brs James Koester and Jonathan 
Maury traveled to Atlanta, Georgia for a 
weekend mission at Church of the Holy 
Innocents.

Br. Geoffrey Tristram was in Rich-
mond, preaching and teaching at St. 
James Church, January 21 – 23.

Br.  Curtis Almquist led a workshop, 
“Forgiving and Being Forgiven” in Cam-
bridge, January 29.

The weekend of February 25 – 27 was 
a busy one, with Br. Curtis Almquist 
preaching and teaching at Grace 
Church, Alexandria, VA, and Br. James 
Koester doing the same at St. James, 
Woodstock, VT.

The Fellowship of Saint John (FSJ) is comprised of men 
and women throughout the world who desire to live their 
Christian life in special association with the Society of 
Saint John the Evangelist. They have a vital interest in the 
life and work of the community and support our life and 
ministries with their prayers, encouragement, and financial 
gifts. The brothers of the Society welcome members of the 
FSJ as partners in the gospel life, and pray for them by name 

in our daily worship, following a regular cycle. Together with us they form an extended 
family, a company of friends abiding in Christ and seeking to bear a united witness 
to him as “the Way, the Truth, and the Life,” following the example of the Beloved 
Disciple.
      Members of the Fellowship of Saint John seek to live an ordered life of prayer and 
service in association with the Society, and follow a Rule of Life which expresses a 
common commitment to faithful discipleship. The bond between members of the FSJ 
and our Society is spiritual and personal. Members of the FSJ regularly pray for us, visit 
the houses of the Society when possible, and keep up to date with the life and ministry 
of the community. 
      To explore becoming a member of the FSJ, please write to The Fellowship of Saint 
John, 980 Memorial Dr., Cambridge MA 02138 USA; or email us at monastery@ssje.org.
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Basement & Kitchen Floors; Sewer 
Pipes & Tree Roots

We Brothers are fortunate to have 
begun renovation when we did, as we’ve 
learned that, over time, the concrete 
basement floors (in places over 18 inches 
thick) had sunk into the sewer lines 
beneath them, displacing and in some 
cases shearing off the sewer lines. Once 
they were displaced from their original 
trough, the pipes were further corroded 
by air and ground water flowing along-
side them.  Additionally, the removal 
of cladding around the Monastery water 
pipes revealed pipes in even worse condi-
tion that expected.  All of the Monastery 
plumbing now needs to be replaced.  

Beneath the basement floors, we 
also discovered a further issue: Vigorous 

Kevin Hackett, SSJE

A Sure Foundation
An Update on Renovation  

at the Monastery

maple trees in the parking lot behind 
the Monastery had sent vigorous roots 
beneath the Monastery, roots over 
five inches in diameter and ten feet in 
length!  These roots had pushed through 
the back wall and, in some cases, had 
grown straight through the sewer pipes.

Even now we are resolving these 
problems and moving forward.  Grout 
will be injected at high pressure under 
the Monastery to bolster the porous 
peat that underlies the building. The 
errant tree roots have been cut out, and 
the back wall of the Monastery will be 
repaired from their intrusion.  Finally, 
all the sewer and water lines under the 
Monastery will be replaced, and the con-
crete basement floors will be re-poured.

Unfortunate and unforeseen as these 
problems are, we are grateful that they 
arose when they did (and not sooner), 
since the Monastery would have had to 
be evacuated as soon as the problem was 
discovered, and costly repair undertaken 
immediately.  We are now in a position 
to deal with these problems and to repair 
the damage. 

Watching the Progress
We regularly update the online  

gallery, Renovation at the Monastery, 
adding photographs as the work pro-
gresses. Watch the progress at  
www.SSJE.org.

Kevin Hackett, SSJE has participated in the weekly the  
construction team meeting each week since the renovation  
began. Here he offers an update on progress at the Monastery.  
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Work in the Chapel
Dave Pollack, Project Manager 
from Commodore Builders shares 
his perspective

“The Chapel looks beautiful now.  
We’ve washed the whole inside and 
cleaned the windows, to get rid of all 
the soot that piled up in seventy years of 
using incense.  You wouldn’t believe the 
colors in there now.  Before, the light 
couldn’t get in the windows because 
the stained glass was so dirty and black 
from the soot.  Now that the windows 
are clean, every time you go in the 
Chapel, it’s a different color.  And the 

stone inside the Chapel is just beautiful 
too.  All the limestone, which had been 
black with soot, is now white.  And the 
granite that was dark black is all white.  
It’s really spectacular inside. 

You know, this isn’t like working on 
some corporate job.  The Monastery is 
the Brothers’ home, and then the Cha-
pel is so beautiful that changes every-
thing. It was challenging to work in the 
Chapel, because we needed to be sure to 
protect the space.  You’ve got a bunch 
of construction guys coming in with tool 
boxes and tools, and I’m encouraging 
them to be careful, not to bang around 
or bump into anything (and to watch 
their language, since it is a church).  I 
try to treat the Monastery like it’s my 
house, because I know that it is the 
Brothers’ home.  That makes for a really 
different atmosphere.

When the construction guys walked 
into the church, they looked around and 
were like, ‘Oh wow.’  And I said, ‘Yeah, 
ok good, you get it. So now be sure to 
take good care of everything, because 
the Brothers are going to live here 
forever.”
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Review: 
Organic God: Lenten Meditations on the Words of Jesus

Nicholas Hayes

As someone 
presently work-

ing in faith-based 
environmental 
activism, I am  
constantly in search 
of resources from  
the Christian tradi-
tion that can compellingly point people 
of faith towards the larger Creation to 
which we all belong, and illuminate 
both its divine beauty and remarkable 
fragility. Most recently, my search led 
me to Kate Moorehead’s book Organic 
God: Lenten Meditations on the Words of 
Jesus, my curiosity having been piqued 
by her title. I’m glad I found it. Among 
other things, the book made me aware 
of one very rich source to which I’d been 
surprisingly oblivious: the words of Jesus 
himself!

Organic God is a collection of Lent-
en reflections on the natural imagery 
found so abundantly throughout Jesus’ 
parables, in particular, imagery drawn 
from the life of plants. Each week cen-
ters upon a single pregnant image taken 
from the Gospels—in order, lilies of the 
field, seed, fruit, vine, harvest, wind, 
and fig tree—and each daily meditation 
develops one facet of the weekly image’s 
multiple (sometimes almost contradicto-
ry) meanings. This reflects Moorehead’s 
belief that “[t]he simple images that Jesus 
used from nature are so profound, they 
are like Zen koans, like great works of 
poetry whose meaning cannot be encap-
sulated.” (161) 

Accordingly, Moorehead moves 

slowly, carefully unfolding a single verse 
from scripture petal by petal over the 
course of a week. Each reflection she 
grounds in an episode from her own 
rich life as a priest, one spent intimately 
observing the spiritual lives of others 
as well as her own. Her prose is simple, 
at times bare. I found it most effective 
when painting, with a quiet minimal-
ism, her own personal encounters with 
nature: her son waiting hungrily for 
a ripening strawberry in the yard, for 
instance, or her own young, surprised 
hands molding soil for the first time. 

Beyond simply calling attention 
to nature, Moorehead seeks to convey 
the ways in which one’s own spiritual 
life is best understood like the life of a 
plant—slow to unfold; in need of nour-
ishment but rewarding in the ripening; 
and always a fine dance between the 
cyclical and the surprising.  Its care, she 
emphasizes, requires a contemplative and 
compassionate patience. Such patience 
is abundantly present in this book.

Lenten Practice is available from 
Cowley Publication www.Cowley.org and 
through other online retailers.

Nicholas Hayes is a second year intern  
with Life Together, the DioMass Young 
Adult Intern Program. Through Life 
Together, he serves as 
Justice Minister for 
the Harvard Episcopal 
Chaplaincy and Har-
vard Divinity School 
Anglican-Episcopal 
Fellowship.
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Resurrection
Alleluia, Christ is risen!  

The Lord is risen indeed, Alleluia!
Br. Mark Brown

MONASTIC WISDOMfor everyday living



Br. Mark Brown, SSJE is a priest and life-professed 
member of the Society of Saint John the Evangelist.  His 
ministries include spiritual direction and leading retreats 
for individuals, groups, parishes and dioceses across the 
US and Canada. Currently Br. Mark is treasurer for the 
Society and Coordinator of Young Adult Initiatives.  
He also serves on the board of directors for Kids4Peace 
Boston, an interfaith organization for Jewish, Christian 
and Muslim youth in Jerusalem and in this country. He 
has visited Jerusalem many times, where he has served as chaplain for 
pilgrimages at St. George’s College. He is a graduate of the University of 
Illinois (B.Mus., 1971, M.Mus. 1976) and Seabury-Western Theological 
Seminary (M.Div. 1994).

Monastic Wisdom for Everyday Living is a continuing series of 
sermons, workshops, and teachings from the Brothers that seeks to 
distill the collective wisdom of the past and offers practical timeless 
counsel for living in today’s world.

 



Resurrection
Alleluia, Christ is risen! The Lord is risen indeed, Alleluia!

The Church has made steadfast witness to the Resurrection of Jesus for 
nearly 2000 years.  Empires have come and gone, civilizations have waxed 

and waned, generation after generation has made its way through the changes 
and chances of this world—and the Church still makes its primary proclama-
tion, still proclaims the reason for its very existence: Jesus of Nazareth, teacher, 
prophet, wonder-worker, social revolutionary and many other things died, but 
rose again from the dead on the third day. 

Jesus’ Resurrection from the dead, a unique event 
historically, demonstrates the ultimate power of 
life over death, God’s intention to restore us to life, 
even greater life beyond the gateway we call death.  
But resurrection (lower case “r”) is also a dynamic 
woven into the fabric of existence in this universe.  
Jesus, the Word made flesh, as John’s Gospel puts 
it, is the one through whom all things came to be 
[John 1: 3].  The cosmos, his creation, partakes of 
his essence.  The one who said “I am the Resurrec-
tion” [John 11: 25] has woven resurrection into the 
woof and warp of all life. In proclaiming Resurrec-
tion, the Church also proclaims Life.  In proclaim-
ing Resurrection in the life to come, the Church 
awakens us to the possibilities for resurrection in 
the midst of this life.

Witness to Resurrection
Our belief in the Resurrection of Jesus Christ rests ultimately on the personal 
experience of men and women of the 1st century.  They have left us witness 
of two kinds. First (second in chronological order) is the witness of the New 
Testament, texts written in the second half of the first century A.D.  All four 
Gospels contain stories of mysterious appearances of Jesus following his Resur-
rection. The letters and other writings of the New Testament contain multiple 
references to this unique event.  And yet, in spite of all this, it isn’t clear what 
actually happened.  The texts—all written decades after the event—point back 
to some kind of galvanizing experience.  An experience variously remembered 
and variously described.  

No “scientific” evidence exists to prove the Resurrection of Jesus, of course.  
But what does exist is a world-wide movement of many millions of people down 





through the centuries, what we call the Church.  The Church exploded onto 
the stage of history in a comparatively few years following the Resurrection.  
Something, presumably the Resurrection, galvanized the followers of Jesus 
into a movement with extraordinary energy.  Some personal experience in 
the days following Jesus’ execution was so compelling as to inaugurate a new 
movement, to this day a very significant presence in the human enterprise. A 
movement with a dynamism so energetic as to actually increase exponentially 
as time went on. The Church, at first decidedly counter-cultural, grew so fast 
in the first three centuries that by the early 4th century it was deemed a useful 
unifying force for the Roman Empire, which had been pagan up to that point.

It is important to remember that the very earliest Christians had no New 
Testament. It was the energy of personal experience, of eye witness accounts 
that was the galvanizing force of the Church in its first decades—it was not 
because “the Bible tells me so”.  If it weren’t for the communities of Christians 
drawn together in this way, there would be no New Testament.  Had there 
been no communities to write to, Paul and the others would have had no oc-
casion to write their letters.  Had there been no communities with their oral 
transmission of personal accounts (with the inevitable inconsistencies), there 
would have been no Gospels written.  

We need also to remember that the first Christians undertook tremendous risk 
being countercultural in a violent world, the risk of ostracism by their fellow 
Jews, and the risk of simply being deemed foolish for proclaiming the resurrec-
tion of a dead man—a dead man judged as criminal by the authorities.  

I personally do not believe that a merely empty tomb could have generated 
the kind of energy needed to give birth to the Christian movement. People 
of the first century were just as capable of suspecting a hoax or conspiracy as 
we are today. The experience of some kind of truly extraordinary phenomena 
following the death of Jesus remains the best explanation for the existence of 
the Church.  Anything less than Resurrection (more or less along the lines of 
first century attempts to describe it) cannot account for it.  People do not risk 
ostracism, ridicule and their own lives unless something truly extraordinary 
has happened to them that compels a response.  We’re left with the implausible 
event of Resurrection being the most plausible explanation for the Church’s 
existence.  The Resurrection was the early Church’s raison d’etre, and it re-
mains at the core of the Church’s proclamation 2000 years later.

The idea of immortality had emerged from the human imagination thousands 
of years before Jesus, of course, as ancient Egyptian and other Middle Eastern 
funerary customs attest.  And, to be sure, one of the most attractive things 
about the Resurrection of Jesus is that it represents a promise to us of sharing 



his eternal life in our own Resurrection, beyond the frame of this earthly 
lifetime. In contemplating the Resurrection of Christ, we envision the 
glory of the greater life we are destined to share.

However, one thing that sets the Resurrection of Jesus apart from immor-
tality as understood in other ancient religions is that it pertains not only 
to that greater life beyond death, but also to this earthly existence. Our 
perspective is enhanced, of course, to imagine life beyond the frame of 
this physical world. And it can be comforting to anticipate a more perfect 
existence, particularly in the midst of suffering or injustice.  But Resurrec-
tion, upper case R, has multiple levels of manifestation in these lives of 
ours, from the sublime to the trivial.

God as Poet: Resurrection and resurrection
“We believe in one God, the Father, the Almighty, maker of heaven and 
earth…”  The Nicene Creed, dating from the 4th century, is an early 
attempt to summarize what Christians believe about God, Jesus and the 
Holy Spirit.  One word I find fascinating in the original Greek is the 
word for “maker”: poietes [ποιητήσ].  Poietes also means “poet”, as you 
might guess--it is used this way in the Acts of the Apostles.  It’s impossible 
to know exactly what the 4th century bishops had in mind—could the 
double meaning, the ambiguity have been intentional?  Who knows?  

But I love the sound of it: we believe in one God, the Poet of heaven 
and earth.  God, who spoke in creation—“Let there be light!”—God, 
who through the Word who was with God in the beginning and who was 
God spoke all things into being—this God we believe in as Poet.  God’s 
creation is the poem, what God has “spoken”. 

And, as John puts it, “in him was life” [John 1: 4].  “I am the Resurrection 
and the Life” [John 11: 25].  This Poet, who is himself Life, imparts his 
essence to the creation, to the poem. And, it seems, at multiple levels, in 
many ways.  His essence, his imprint, is everywhere in the creation: in the 
unique event of the Resurrection and in resurrection manifest in countless 
ways in the cosmos around us, in the broad strokes of our lives and in the 
minutiae of daily existence.

We should pause to consider the word “resurrection”.  The English word 
comes by way of Latin from the Greek of the New Testament: anastasis, 
which simply means to “stand again”.  Jesus rose from the dead, he stood 
up again, in a way seen neither before nor since. The word applied to 



Jesus, of course, is freighted with all kinds of religious meaning.  But it also 
hints at a broader, even cosmic order: life itself “stands again”. Whatever ex-
ists does not cease to be—although it may be radically transformed.  

At the natural level this is the conservation of matter and energy, a principle 
recognized from antiquity (the First Law of Thermodynamics is a more recent 
refinement). Things as they appear may 
undergo radical transformation, but the sum 
total of mass and energy do not change. A 
homely example of this is the compost pile: 
what was one thing becomes something else 
(and notice the heat generated by the chemi-
cal processes of decomposition). We live in a 
universe where matter and energy so interact 
as to constantly bring new things into being, 
“new life”.  Nothing remains stable: every-
thing is in process of a new manifestation of life. The natural world itself, the 
cosmos spoken into existence by the Poet, is a ceaseless proclamation of life’s 
victory over death, of existence over non-existence.  It is fitting that, at least 
in the northern hemisphere, Resurrection is celebrated at the time of new 
birth in the natural world—the world coming to life again after the deaths of 
winter.

“Now the green blade riseth from the buried grain,
    wheat that in dark earth many days has lain;
    love lives again, that with the dead has been:
Love is come again like wheat that springeth green.”

[Hymn 204 from Hymnal 1982; words by John Macleod Campbell Crum)

Standing Again – in the Broad and Bright Places of Life
The thing that struck me most in visiting the Church of the Resurrection in 
Jerusalem this past December was the tombs.  Just off a side chapel near the 
great rotunda over what remains of Jesus’ tomb are two small “oven” tombs 
carved into the rock sometime in the 1st century.  You need a flashlight to 
see inside them: small, dark, confined spaces meant to hold a corpse until the 
bones were ready to be placed in an ossuary and taken elsewhere. In reflecting 
on the dank confinement of these tombs, I realized how I was drawn rather to 
the broad and bright “Parvis”, the courtyard at the entrance of the Church of 
the Resurrection.  The tombs were something best gotten out of.



An Excursion to the Church of the Resurrection, Jerusalem
The last thing I do on my way to “the place” is maneuver my way past Yousef, a particularly 
watchful and determined merchant of the souq.  He recognizes me as a return visitor and, 
based on experience, an easy mark.  I will have made my way through the crowds coming 
and going through the great Damascus Gate, past the falafel stand at the fork in the road, 
past the boy hawking vegetables: “Arba’a kilo bandoora ‘ashara!” (four kilos of tomatoes, ten 
shekels).  Past the spice vendors and purveyors of household goods, meat and poultry, pastries 
and sweets.  Coffee, jewelry, toys, textiles.  And, of course, religious bric a brac for tourists and 
pilgrims.  Slipping past Yousef as he leans over a box stamped “Made in China”, I rush past 
the last few shops, past Israeli police (occasionally needed to sort out an ecumenical dust up 
in the church) and step down into the “Parvis”, a broad and bright place that is the courtyard 
of the Church of the Resurrection, as it is called by eastern Christians—Church of the Holy 
Sepulcher, as it is usually called in the Western Churches.

The Church of the Resurrection is the place I return to most often in Jerusalem. A chaotic, 
cacophonic place, an architectural jumble reflecting its troubled history—it has a strange 
gravitational field of its own.  Two 1st century tombs in the walls of an ancient quarry, 
remnants of Constantine’s great 4th century basilica, Crusader period attempts at restoration, 
recent renovations and the Living Church, present in all its fractious glory, contribute to the 
sheer complexity of the building.  And, of course, the centerpiece: a 19th century reconstruc-
tion of the “edicule”, a kind of mausoleum built over what remains of Jesus’ tomb.  A central 
focus often surrounded by throngs of people, long lines of the faithful from all over the world 
waiting to get as close as possible to the place where “it” happened. 

Whatever happened, however it happened, “it” may well have happened here.  The Church 
of the Resurrection has a strong claim to be the actual place.  Many of the holy places in 
that part of the world are “where the Church remembers X to have happened”—the implica-
tion being that we’re not sure if it’s actually “the place”.  Most of these places have very long 
histories, but none as compelling as the Church of the Resurrection.

Christians have revered this place at least since the early 4th century when the Emperor 
Constantine and his mother Queen Helena ordered the construction of a magnificent 
church.  That much is certain—you can still see remnants of the 4th century basilica incorpo-
rated into the Crusader period church (and a nearby sweet shop!).  Before the 4th century is 
less certain, but the evidence is compelling.  What seems to have happened is that followers 
of Jesus, quite naturally, established some kind of ongoing presence here soon after the death 
and Resurrection of Jesus (a shrine possibly, or a meeting place?)  At that time it was a quarry 
where executions were held and bodies put into tombs carved into the wall.

Sometime after Jerusalem was sacked and the Jewish Temple destroyed by the Romans in 70 
A.D., the Emperor Hadrian built a temple to Aphrodite in this spot, apparently to suppress 
the Christian presence. In the early 4th century, when the Emperor Constantine converted to 
Christianity, great churches were ordered to be built in the Holy Land to memorialize the life 
of Christ.  In trying to locate the actual place of Jesus’ death and Resurrection, Constantine 
and Helena consulted local tradition, which maintained that the place of Jesus’ death and 
Resurrection was directly under the temple of Aphrodite.  At enormous expense the temple 
was dismantled and the area excavated down to the original contours of the land.  A stone 
quarry with tombs (two still visible in the church) was discovered.  One tomb was identified, 
somehow, as the very tomb of Jesus.  Helena had the stone around the tomb cut away, leaving 
a kind of igloo, around which was built a magnificent open-air rotunda.  Calvary itself was 
determined to be a close-by outcropping of inferior stone [“The same stone which the builders 
rejected has become the chief cornerstone” (1 Peter 2: 7, quoting a Psalm)].  

During my most recent visit to the church I mused upon those two small tombs carved into 
the limestone in the 1st century. Could Helena and Constantine have been mistaken? Could 
one of them have been the actual tomb of Jesus?  They’re only a few yards away. It doesn’t 
really matter, of course, which of the tombs it was. None of them are any place for a human 
being—too dark, too small, too confining. I was glad to make my way out of the church into 
the bright sunshine of the courtyard.



Just little tombs carved into the rock at the site of an ancient quarry. But a 
powerful metaphor.  I’m struck by how often I find myself in small, dark places, 
places of confinement, places where life itself can seem extinguished. The hu-
man condition is full of small, dark places: fear, hatred, resentment, jealousy, 
self-centeredness, judgment of others, unkindness.  
Each of these is its own kind of tomb, its own 
kind of small, dark, confining place. And there 
are the small places of illness, addiction, injury 
and insult. Some of these “tombs” are of our own 
making, some are burdens we would never choose.

But it is in our nature to seek out the broad and 
bright places of life.  Resurrection from the tomb 
of fear brings us into the broad and bright places 
of courage.  Resurrection from the tomb of hatred, 
jealousy and resentment brings us out into the 
infinitely expansive light of Love.  Resurrection 
from the tombs of illness or addiction or emo-
tional anguish brings us out again into wholeness 
and fullness of life.

I’m reminded of a well-known little story, one version of which goes something 
like this: a reporter visiting a monastery approaches an old and wizened monk. 
“What do you do all day in here,” he asks the old man.  “We fall down, we 
get up, we fall down, we get up…”  We get up—we stand up again: anastasis, 
resurrection. The daily dying and rising in ways sometimes trivial, sometimes 
profound.  Buried in the little tombs of our lives, we stand again.

Sometimes our “standing again”, our stepping out into the broad and bright 
places of life, is something we can undertake in an intentional way.  We may 
confess a sin that confines us, make restitution when possible, restore our 
relationships—and then experience the broad and bright place of forgiveness. 
That is resurrection. We let go of a resentment that has trapped us in a small 
place and reclaim the open spaces of respect and love.

Or, we may step out into the broader, brighter places of knowledge and under-
standing.  Ignorance and lack of understanding and empathy are small, con-
fining places as well.  The power of resurrection is active within us whenever 
we seek a more expansive vision of the world and of our humanity. The thirst 
that leads men and women to study astronomy, particle physics, physiology, 
neurology, sociology, languages, cultures and countless other fields of endeavor 
is another manifestation of resurrection. We are made in such a way as to seek 
out our own magnification, our own escape from smallness and confinement.



And there is beauty.  The human capacity to experience beauty is a 
gift that leads us out from our smallness, our confinement and into that 
which is larger than ourselves. Beauty, whether in the natural world or 
in the world of human creativity, is yet another manifestation, another 
epiphany of larger life.

God the Poet, God the creator has raised Jesus from the dead.  And in 
so doing, reveals his intention to do the same for us. And in a singular 
mighty act, the Poet gathers up all movement into new life, all move-
ment into broader and brighter places, and imbues them with the light 
of his Resurrection, making them all signs and sacraments of his great 
promise.

Sometimes our “standing again” is experienced in the gift of healing, a 
gift we can desire, but must wait upon. We rejoice when we and others 
are restored to health and can stand again in renewed appreciation of the 
gift of life.  Healing from some serious disease or injury or addiction can 
be experienced as a powerful resurrection.

And yet, at some point, as we all know, the gift of healing we so desire 
is not forthcoming. We must all die in that very ordinary way that can 
seem so final, so frightening. We are eventually overcome by forces that 
diminish us, even to the point of death.  Sometimes these forces begin to 
overwhelm us long before actual death.  The process of dying and death 
itself remain for most of us as truly terrifying, something to be resisted.  

The Resurrection of Jesus is God’s response to our very real and very 
understandable fear—we are created, after all, by Life to seek life.  In the 
Resurrection of Jesus Christ God offers us a glimpse of what lies beyond 
our physical death, a vision of the greater, infinitely expansive light and 
life beyond the frame of this present existence.

The Poem continues, into eternity.  Beyond all tomorrows God speaks 
yet more stanzas.  The Poet’s promise is that we’ll be there.

“O God, who by the glorious resurrection of your Son Jesus Christ 
destroyed death and brought life and immortality to light: Grant that 
we, who have been raised with him, may abide in his presence and 
rejoice in the hope of eternal glory; through Jesus Christ our Lord, to 
whom with you and the Holy Spirit, be dominion and praise for ever 
and ever.” [Book of Common Prayer, p.223]



[Poem by e. e. cummings] 

i thank You God for most this amazing
day: for the leaping greenly spirits of trees
and a blue true dream of sky; and for everything
which is natural which is infinite which is yes

(i who have died am alive again today,
and this is the sun’s birthday; this is the birth
day of life and of love and wings: and of the gay
great happening illimitably earth)

how should tasting touching hearing seeing
breathing any—lifted from the no
of all nothing—human merely being
doubt unimaginable You?

(now the ears of my ears awake and
now the eyes of my eyes are opened)

Reflections for beginning a new day
How shall I follow in the footsteps of Jesus today--how shall I walk in the 
light of his Resurrection? 

Do I find myself in a small, dark place? Am I in a place of confinement? 
How shall I stand again, how shall I step out into the broad and bright 
places of life?  How might I step out from the tombs of fear, resentment, and 
hatred into more expansive places?  How might I leave behind the con-
finement of judgment, jealousy, petty irritation and everything narrow and 
come to an open place?  How shall I stand up and step out from everything 
that diminishes me into love, generosity, patience and everything large and 
expansive and light-filled?

Is today a “Good Friday” of my life?  Might it be the last? Do I feel aban-
doned in my suffering? If there is nothing to do but wait, how can I wait 
upon God in confidence of the greater life to come? [e. e. cummings; from 
XAIPE, 1950] 

Lord Jesus Christ, creator of all life and giver of New Life, help me this day to enter 
more fully into the light of your Resurrection.  Help me to leave behind all that binds 
and diminishes me and step out into the expansiveness of your risen glory.  Help me so 
to make my way through the suffering of this life that I never lose sight of the greater 
life you have promised to share with us. To you be glory, thanks and praise.  Amen.

Texts for Further Reflection
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