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Dear Friends in Christ, 

I recently had the chance to attend the “Rooted in Love” 
conference offered by the Episcopal Church in Atlanta, 
Georgia. It was incredibly powerful to be surrounded by 
people embarked on the same mission: to share with a 
world hungry to hear it the good news that life is full of 

meaning in union with God. I was glad to be joined by Sisters from both 
the Order of St. Helena and the Sisters of St. Margaret as together we bore 
witness to the religious life in the Church today. I was honored to present a 
conference session entitled, “Why Monks Matter,” offering my vision for why 
this way of life still matters today, and how monastic communities are called 
to be – and have always been called to be – centers of renewal for the whole 
Church.

The Church needs communities deeply rooted in the Tradition, where the 
revelation of God is not a dead event, frozen in time, but a living, breathing, 
consuming fire. I believe that monastic communities can fill this need. We 
Brothers hear the Church’s need for vibrant, centred, focused, prayerful, 
healthy, strong, mission-oriented communities – and we hope to be such a 
place.

It’s a paradox that while, as monastics, we devote our lives exclusively to God, 
we also trust that by God’s grace, this focus will bear fruit for others beyond us. 
Looked at one way, our life is unfathomable; it makes no sense. This life makes 
absolutely no sense unless, and until, God makes sense. As Father Benson 
reminds us, “[we] must seek to realize increasingly the purposes for which our 
Society is called together – to live for God…” It is this single-minded living for 
God that is at the core of monastic life, which sets us apart from the prevailing 
culture around us.

By living for God, and for God alone, we say something profound. We say that 
life only makes sense when lived for the capital O, Other. By living for God we 



proclaim that we are not the source and center of our world. We acknowledge 
that there is something much bigger beyond us. We recognize that life is a 
mystery, that it is not an accident of nature, or fluke of happenstance, or a 
ghastly mistake. By living for God, we remind others that life does have a 
purpose, and that the source of that purpose is the goodness and love of God.

As many of you know, my Brothers and I have chosen to devote this year 
to “Renewing Our Foundations,” a series of guided conversations in which 
we look back at where we have been and ahead to where we are going. As 
we have gathered together and debated elements of our life as diverse as 
our liturgy and our use of technology, our vows and our groceries, we have 
naturally disagreed (as any family might disagree) about certain things. But 
we have never wavered in our shared commitment to the profound truth that 
draws us together as a community, and which we love to share with others: that 
“life is full of meaning in union with God.” This is the one source and true joy 
of our life.

If you’ve been following our Lenten program for 2020, Signs of Life: Why 
Church Matters, we hope that you’ve caught something of our enthusiasm for 
this life rooted in prayer and made holy with worship. Exploring the signs of 
light, water, food, shelter, and community has only confirmed for my Brothers 
and me why Church matters and how profoundly it can transform us. This issue 
of Cowley continues this exploration. I hope that these articles will invite you 
to continue discovering how the sacred is manifest not just in Church, but in 
our whole world.

James Koester SSJE
Superior

Faithfully,



Dear Friends,

At its heart, the 2020 Lenten program, Signs of Life is about 
stories. Of course we explored how the gifts of light, water, 
food, shelter, and community are signs of God’s love for us, 
but what really emerged in those conversations with the 
Brothers were stories of transformation.

Stories about hiking for a week, subsisting on only a few cashews a day, and 
discovering God’s provision. Stories about a contact improvisation modern 
dance class, and finding hope in the presence of another. Stories about being 
raised on Nantucket, surrounded by the power of water, and the immense 
vastness of God. Story after story emerged, each with different particulars, 
each about a different topic, but each drawn together by the same thread: 
God’s never ending love, how that love reaches us in surprising, hard, or dark 
places, and how that love changes us into people who love better. 

You don’t have to be a monk to have a story about how God’s love transformed 
you. My guess is that you already have a story. Or two. Or a hundred. My guess 
is that you have a story of finding light in a dark place, or finding shelter, 
or being filled with God’s food of grace. Because here’s the thing: God has 
already transformed you, and is even right now continuing to transform you. 
But will you share your story with those who need to hear it? 

Gather with some friends, watch the videos of the Brothers telling their stories, 
and then tell your own. Dig into the discussion questions, or throw them out 
and sit around and talk to each other about the things in life that really matter. 
Laugh and cry with one another. Trace the outline of God’s work in your own 
life. And then go out, and share your Story of Life. Only you can tell your story. 
I hope that you will.

Yours in Christ,

The Rev. Canon Becky Zartman
Canon Missioner for Welcome and Evangelism
Christ Church Cathedral, Houston



Where is the light in your life?

What keeps you afloat?

For what do you hunger?

Where do you feel most at home?

Who is your community?

Signs of Life
why church matters

www.SignsofLife.org





Beauty is not a veneer. Beauty is not entertainment, nor a lovely distraction, nor the 
domain of the privileged. Beauty is essential for life. Beauty is of the essence of God. 
The psalmist says, “Worship the Lord in the beauty of holiness” (Ps 29:2, 96:9). The 
worship life of the church is infused and informed by beauty mediated through all of 
our senses: what we see, hear, feel, taste, and smell. “Taste and see that the LORD is 
good!” (Ps 34:8). In the Genesis creation account, God creates, and then God observes 
that it is all very good. In the fullness of time, when God takes on human form in Jesus, 
we experience the reclaiming of the original blessing in creation. It is good, very good. 

Beauty is infinitely evocative. Beauty belongs to an ancient triad called the 
“transcendentals,” gateways through which all of creation both reveals and knows God. 
The transcendentals are beauty, truth, and goodness. Goodness relates to the will; 
truth, to the mind; beauty, to the heart, feelings, and imagination. The transcendentals 
are attributes of God and, therefore, of God’s creation. Beauty, truth, and goodness 
infuse one another, and each is a portal to God. We have been created in the image 
of God. Thereby, what is most important is not what we may say about God, but what 
God’s creation says about God. We have been created “to participate in the being that 
flows from God, and to manifest God’s beauty in the depths of our nature.”1 

Beauty speaks to and through our senses and transfigures our mind, because beauty is 
magnificently ordered. Beauty teems with harmony, rhythm, the splendor of shape and 
form, evocative meaning, sometimes eliciting our enchantment and wonder, always 
connecting us with something More, its Creator. Beauty rightly liberates us from the 
narrow confines of our rational minds. The great Swiss priest and scholar, Hans Urs 
von Balthasar (1905-1988), spoke of the “theological aesthetic”: to perceive through 
holy people and holy images the objective glory of divinely revealed truth. Creation 
matters. 

In our experience of beauty, we are enveloped in the signs of God’s magnificent 
presence among us, God’s immanence. Simultaneously, we are pointed onward to 
the attraction of God’s glory, God’s transcendence: God, from whom and in whom 

1 David Bentley Hart, “The Mirror of the Infinite,” in Re-thinking Gregory of Nyssa, 112.

Beauty
The Beauty of Holiness
The Holiness of Beauty

Curtis Almquist, SSJE



all has been created. Beauty envelopes us with its Source. Panentheism 
describes this. Not pantheism: everything is God. But rather, panentheism: 
everything is in God. All of creation is iconic: a window through which 
to know, reverence, and worship God. Fyodor Dostoevsky, in The 
Brothers Karamazov, recalls the elder monk, Zosima, telling the youngest 
Karamazov son, Alyosha, that creation is “an endless sea of glory, radiant 
with the beauty of God in every part … the world a mirror of infinite 
beauty … beautiful as in the beginning of days.” 

Beauty attracts, sometimes very powerfully. We can be smitten by what 
we find beautiful. However if we worship what we find beautiful – that 
is, if we give ultimate worth to what we find beautiful – we will be disap-
pointed, and we may get lost. Beauty, to be experienced most wholly and 
freely, needs to be experienced in the context of its Source. What we find 
beautiful is participating in the glory of the Creator. We, as creatures, 
have been given the inspiration to be makers or re-makers of beauty.2 
Saint John of the Cross (1542-1591), the Spanish friar and priest, writes 
of this longing for the beautiful, whose beginning and end is in God. 
In life, what we are first attracted to are God’s creatures, and they say, 
“‘What you are looking for is not here, but God has passed by, scattering 
beauty as he went.’ What attracts us in creatures is something of God’s 
beauty. The creatures are honest: they tell us plainly that they are not 
enough to fill that hole in our hearts.”3 What we find beautiful is always 
a participant, a creature, not the Creator.

Beauty can be a very powerful channel for healing. When life has been 
ravaged by pain or loss, by disorder or distress, by chaos or fear, the 
experience of beauty can be a very balming, calming, re-ordering channel 
for re-righting our soul. On occasion I will be invited to listen to someone 
speak about the distress and debris of life that is infecting their soul. 
Their experience of life is death-dealing, and they are disconsolate. For 
these dear, suffering souls I am not inclined to suggest a tough spiritual 
exercise. I more often send them to a museum, to a flower shop, to a 
concert, to a delicious meal, to a wildlife park, to a pool of water, to a 
playground to watch children, to a forest or mountain. It’s to reacquaint 
them with what they’ve forgotten, what may have been lost or stolen 
from them: that amidst life’s sometimes appalling suffering, chaos, and 
death, life teems with beauty. Beauty is so weighty; the experience of 
beauty will very powerfully rebalance the fulcrum of our life. The great 
German poet, Johann Wolfgang von Goethe (1749-1832), said: “A person 
should hear a little music, read a little poetry, and see a fine picture 
every day, in order that worldly cares may not obliterate the sense of 

2 John Saward, The Beauty of Holiness and the Holiness of Beauty, 48.
3 Cantico Espiritual, can. 4 & 5.



Beauty, truth, and goodness infuse 
one another, and each is a portal to God. 



the beautiful which God has implanted in the human soul.” Beauty is in the eye of 
the beholder. What do you find beautiful? Beauty is worth attending to; you are worth 
attending to beauty.

The Anglican theological tradition is sacramental, that is, we recognize outward signs 
in creation as channels of God’s inner work of grace. How splendid it is to order our 
prayer and worship with a generous splay of beauty. Very gracious. The psalmist sings 
to us: “worship the Lord in the beauty of holiness” (Ps 96:9). Beauty is not functional; 
beauty is redolent and transformative. Beauty is worthy of our attention as we order both 
our corporate and personal prayer. Beauty may be a very large instrument in our lifelong 
conversion to Christ. As we read in the Letter to the Colossians, “for in him all things 
in heaven and on earth were created, things visible and invisible … have been created 
through him and for him. He himself is before all things, and in him all things hold 
together” (Col 1:16-17). Beauty is of the essence of God, in whose image we have been 
created. Pray your life beholding the beauty of God that surrounds you and fills you.  

Beauty is not functional; 
beauty is redolent 

and transformative.



All of us, at one point or another (especially if we spend any extended time in silence), 
are confronted by the peculiarity of sound. Sounds surround us from our waking to 
our retiring. They meet us in the early-morning praises sung by choirs of birds and in 
the bustling clangor of work in the kitchen, in conversations with family and cowork-
ers, and even the gentle babble of moving waters. Whether in a hymn or song shared 
in a gathering, or the tender melody of our final “goodnight” to someone we love, this 
phenomenon marks our lives in ways both subtle and profound. At its most profound, 
sounds can serve as signs, pointing our inner gaze toward truths whose glory overshad-
ows their seemingly contingent origins.  

Sound and Meaning: A Whole Resonance

Certain sounds can carry special semiotic content – that is, they mean or signify some-
thing. Think of an alarm or a church bell. Even though these two sounds may sometimes 
sound similar, we know at once the meaning carried by the one or the other. Take as 
another example the simple rise in inflection characteristic of questions. “Did you enjoy 
your supper?” We understand at once this interrogative modulation and respond to 
the meaning transmitted by it. Even sounds that occur in nature – sounds that do not 
originate from the minds and bodies of human meaning-makers – can come to bear a 
specific significance. Consider the sound of the salty ocean surf, the trickle of a stream, 
or the anonymous rush of a breeze. These sounds, depending on their volume and 
intensity, can either carry us into a region of calm delight, or cause us serious concern 
for our safety. 

Fashioned in the 
Sound of God

Sean Glenn, SSJE

Sound & Music in the 
Christian Life

“I am, of course, the lyre and harp of God’s kindness.”*

* St. Hildegard of Bingen, Soul Weavings, as quoted in Meditations with Hildegard of Bingen, Ed. 
Gabriele Uhlein (Rochester VT: Bear & Company, 1983), 93.



These semiotic or meaning-rich sounds find a unique expression when human beings 
make the kind of organized sound we call music. Though tempting, it would be a 
mistake to call music a “universal language.” The languages of music are as varied and 
diverse as the cultures that speak them. Yet despite myriad dialects, music-making marks 
the human heart in a distinctive way. We do not have to speak our neighbor’s musical 
language to see that it communicates something deep and true to the listener. Since our 
heart (sometimes even our whole body) responds so deeply to sounds received as music, 
we should be bold enough to say that music marks us as God’s own creation. 

Shared music, like prayer or communion, seeks to transmit more than mere information; 
it seeks to transmit truth. Music is a particular shape of the sign of sound that invites 
and enables complex communication and communion, for knowing and being known. 
Dvorák’s Ninth Symphony, for example, is the first piece of music I can remember 
hearing as a child. Subsequently, even the first interval of the first movement – a whole 
step – vividly re-members inner states of heart lost to my conscious memory. Past and 
present are blurred, and I am able to communicate with my own embodied memories 
of love and longing in a unique way for a brief moment. Of course, we experience this 
chronological diminution best and most fully in the sharing of the Holy Eucharist.

Sound and Creation: Sonic Sacramentality

Why should sound speak to us in so many rich and varied ways? Why does this 
phenomenon from time to time seem to cry out for our deepest attention? I suspect 



sound speaks to us in this deep way because sounds are essential to the kind of creation 
God has gifted to us and the kinds of creatures God has created us to be. 

Sound is essential to who we are as creatures – even those sounds we cannot hear – for 
the Bible reminds us that creation is sound. The language of Genesis 1 uses sound as an 
image for the divine creative act, rather than a grand cosmic war or the manipulation 
of preexisting matter (as we find in other local traditions of the Ancient Near East and 
beyond). We read “And God said ...” seven times as the narrative of Genesis unfolds 
God’s creative character. No new texture, creature, or reality emerges without God first 
speaking. 

While the Scriptures tell of creation by fiat – that is, through speaking – we need not 
necessarily understand this as literal speech. In Jewish tradition, the border between 
sacred words and chant is extremely blurry. The Hebrew Scriptures are rarely, if ever, 
simply spoken. They were (and continue to be) recited according to a specific set of sung 
(or “cantilated”) formulas known as ta’amim (“flavors”) or ta’amei ha-miqra (“flavors of 
reading”); tajweed or qur’an tajweed in Islam. Christian tradition shares this characteristic, 
particularly within monastic communities. While this kind of recitation is common to all 
three Abrahamic faiths, it is not exclusive to them.

Such an image of creation, at its core, carries the implication that underwriting all beings 
in creation is the vibrant, living, dynamic resonance of God’s creative Word. We can trace 
this concept throughout the arc of salvation history, and the Gospel of John reiterates 
it in light of the revelation in Jesus Christ: “In the beginning was the Word.” From the 

We are each a word and a song of God.



beginning, all being is inextricably linked to the sounds of 
the heart of the divine – the ever-vibrating Word of God. 
The insights of modern genetics and physics harmonize 
with John’s wisdom. The human genome contains more 
than three billion letters of a chemical alphabet, arranged in 
precisely the right order. Furthermore, the physical universe 
– its constituent parts, including us – consists in vibrations, 
of resonances tuned in relationship. We are each a word and a 
song of God.

In this way, we may say that sound has a deeply sacramen-
tal quality, “outwardly” signifying an “inner” grace.1 Saint 
Hildegard speaks of the sacramentality of sound when she 
writes, “The marvels of God are not brought forth from one’s 
self. Rather, it is more like a chord, a sound that is played. 
The tone does not come out of the chord itself, but rather, 
through the touch of the musician. I am, of course, the lyre 
and harp of God’s kindness.”2 It is the invitation of our life 
in Christ to tune our hearts to those sounds that our physical 
ear is incapable of hearing, for which all physical sound is but 
an icon and signpost. In so tuning our hearts, we find there 
is only one musician skilled enough to provide the music for 
which they were made: Christ himself. 

Sound and Us: A Song Day by Day

In our inner life we often encounter movements or 
experiences that escape linguistic description. So too, we 
encounter in biblical or devotional texts a certain uncanny 
profundity that requires the kind of sensitive attention we might also give to a piece 
of music: a listening that seeks something deeper than mere information. Nikolaus 
Harnoncourt reminds us that, in many languages, the word for “poetry” is also the word 
for “song.” He writes, “At the moment when language [surpasses] any concrete message, 
it is immediately likened to song, because with the help of song anything over and above 
pure information can be conveyed more clearly. [Song] make[s] it possible to reach a kind 
of understanding that goes beyond the purely linguistic.”3 

Prayer and Holy Scripture mark our day-to-day life at SSJE – specifically, sung prayer 
and chanted scripture. When we Brothers gather in chapel to sing the daily office, we 
step into a place that only the vulnerability of singing together can manifest. As we sing 
hymns and canticles and chant the psalter, we encounter one another in a peculiar way. 

1 Oddly enough, music can defy our usual experience of what is “inner” and “outer.”
2 St. Hildegard of Bingen, in ed. Uhlein, 93.
3 Nikolaus Harnoncourt, Baroque Music Today: Music as Speech: Ways to a New 

Understanding of Music, trans. Mary O’Neill (New York: Amadeus Press, 1988), 19.



Our voices can compete, overpower, derail, and distract; and at the same time they can 
mingle and meld, weave fresh textures, interpenetrate and color one another, and cause 
the chapel stones themselves to sing as they ring with the sound of our prayer, praise, and 
lament. 

A song, no matter how simple or short, has the potential to point our hearts to their 
source. An occasion spent immersed in music can tantalize unexpected gratitude out 
from under a grief-stricken or cynical heart. The otherness of an unfamiliar piece of music 
can remind us of the breathtaking infinity of God’s diversity. When we encounter some-
thing anonymous yet undeniably present, true, and weighty in the sounds that surround 
us, we can be sure a sign has crossed our gaze. Listen. Sound and music remind us that 
life is profoundly mysterious and difficult to grasp with any kind of absolute certainty. 
A song will not necessarily speak the same word to you as it will to me. Yet this same 
phenomenon holds us together, marking our diversity as creatures, inviting us into that 
place within us that yearns to hear the uncreated symphony of our divine Composer.   

A song, no matter how simple 
or short, has the potential to 

point our hearts to their source.



 Worship at its best is a dangerous activity.



One of the lines in our Rule of Life which I quote most frequently comes in the chapter 
“The Word of God in Preaching.” There we say that “people are hungry for good news 
that life is full of meaning in union with God” (Ch. 19). This theme of life lived in union 
with God runs throughout our Rule. We say in the very first chapter, “The Call of the 
Society” that “our mission is inseparable from our call to live in union with Christ in 
prayer, worship, and mutual love.” We say in another place that “our mission is to bring 
men, women, and children into closer union with God in Christ, by the power of the 
Spirit that he breathes into us” (Ch. 31). We remind ourselves that “the gospel proclaims 
that Christ has transformed death by his cross and resurrection and that through our 
Baptism we have already passed through death with him and have been incorporated 
into his risen body” (Ch. 48). Almost the very last word of the Rule states that “hope stirs 
our desire to adore God for all eternity in the host of heaven” (Ch. 49).

Over and again, we remind ourselves that the aim of the life of faith is to help us all to 
live in union with God, and to invite others to do the same. Father Benson puts it quite 
simply this way: “we must seek to realize increasingly the purposes for which our Society 
is called together – to live for God . . .”1

Our living for God will, in the end, result in nothing less than our sanctification. Again 
as Father Benson reminds us: “as He sanctified Himself, so it is for us to sanctify our-
selves by the continual surrender of our will to the will of the Father, in whatever way 
it is manifested, whether it be the will of God in all the circumstances of His external 
Providence, or the will of God in all the appointments of our Society. We have to realize 
that the will of God is that to which we must conform ourselves, and in which we have to 
seek for sanctification. This is our first object, to sanctify ourselves through the truth, to 
sanctify ourselves in union with the incarnate Saviour, to sanctify ourselves in conformity 
with the will of God. Whatever else we leave undone, the culture of ourselves must be 
the constant aim of our life” (40).

One of the places where this sanctification happens is in worship. We Brothers believe 
that God “has drawn us into our Society so that our calling to be true worshipers can 

1 Richard Meux Benson, “Of the Objects of the Society” in The Religious Vocation, 37.

Worship

James Koester, SSJE

Living for God



reach fulfillment in the offering of the continual sacrifice of praise. In this life of 
worship together we are transformed in body, soul and spirit” (Ch. 16). Such a vision 
of transformation is open to all who desire to live for God.

One of the marks of our life as a brotherhood is worship. Some will remember Father 
Gross, who used to tell me when I was a novice that “we’d get a lot more work done 
around here if we didn’t have to eat so much or go to church so often!” But, with all 
due respect to Father Gross, the object of our life is not work, but God, and our life is 
shaped as it is so that “worship sanctifies work, continually interrupting it so that we 
can offer it to God in thanksgiving.”

It is this constant returning to God in worship that sanctifies not only the day, not 
only the task at hand, but ourselves as well. It is for this reason that Father Benson 
challenges us when he says that “our life … must be one continual act of worship. It may 
vary very much in its features, but whatever the life of religious be externally, it must be 
a life of worship, all its acts pointing towards God with constant elevation.”2 

This worship of God is not confined to those moments when we are praying the Office 
or celebrating the Eucharist. Our worship of God takes place every time we turn our 
hearts to God, for “the Father never ceases from seeking true worshipers to worship 
him in spirit and truth. God sent the Son into the world to heal and raise us up so 
that, empowered by the Spirit, we could surrender our whole selves in adoration and be 
reunited in the love of God. God draws us into our Society so that our calling to be true 
worshipers can reach fulfillment in the offering of the continual sacrifice of praise.”3 

It is this calling to be true worshippers in spirit and in truth which invites us to “dwell 

2 Richard Meux Benson, Instruction on the Religious Life, Second Series, “Worship,”10.
3 Op. cit., “Worship,” 32.



upon the contemplation of God, to acquaint ourselves more and more with God, 
to fix upon our minds a clear apprehension of His glory, to stir up our hearts with 
an eager desire for His vision, to strengthen our hearts in the continual sympathy of 
His revelation, to rule our acts in continual obedience to His commands. Our whole 
life must be an act of worship. We come out of the world for that purpose, and for 
that purpose alone. We do not come out of the world merely under the idea that by 
association we may be able to accomplish certain plans which commend themselves to 
our hearts. We come out of the world in order that we may give ourselves to the worship 
of God.”4 

Such a vision of worship which permeates all life is one of the gifts we Brothers have 
to offer the Church. By our life we invite the Church: “to rise up to its true calling as a 
communion of the Holy Spirit, the Body of Christ and the company of Christ’s friends. 
We are not called to be a separate elite, but to exemplify the life of the Body of Christ in 
which every member has a particular gift of the Spirit for ministry and shares an equal 
dignity. Fr. Benson taught that ‘there are special gifts of God indeed to the Society, but 
only as it is a society within the Church. The small body is to realize and intensify the 
gifts, to realize the energies, belonging to the whole Church.’ Our witness and ministry 
is not merely to separate individuals; it is for strengthening the common life in the Body 
of Christ” (Rule, Ch. 4).

But worship at its best is a dangerous activity. It is dangerous because worship has the 
power, not simply to engage us, or draw us into the life of God, but to change us as well. 
In worship we encounter the God “who makes all things new” (Rev 21:5), including 
ourselves, as we are transformed by Christ “from one degree of glory to another” (2 Cor 
3:18). As Father Benson reminds us, “none can come to Christ at Bethlehem and go 
away as they came … our coming to Christ at Bethlehem changes everything.”5

This transformation from one degree of glory to another is at the heart of all worship, as 
we are slowly and often imperceptibly changed into the likeness of Christ. We may not 
see the change as it happens, but over time we become more and more the person God 
has called us to be.

Again as Father Benson so movingly reminds us: “we must look for the development of 
the life of Christ within us. Each communion should be, as it were, adding some fresh 
point to the image of Christ within our souls. As each touch of the artist adds some fresh 
feature to the painting, so each communion is a touch of Christ, which should develop 
some fresh feature of his own perfect likeness within us. And it is not that it does this 
merely in some one direction, but as each moment of the morning adds imperceptibly 
a fresh glow to the whole illuminated hemisphere, so each communion imperceptibly 
should add a fresh glow, a fresh brightness, a fresh colouring to the sphere of the soul 
which it penetrates; the whole nature should assume a fresh glory with each commu-
nion. As the form and colour of the landscape come out with the sun’s advance, so with 

4 Op. cit., “Worship,” 10.
5 Richard Meux Benson, Spiritual Readings: Christmas (1886), 260.



each communion the form and colour of our 
spiritual life, not merely in this or that particu-
lar, but in all its complex bearings of form and 
colour, is to stand out with greater clearness 
and beauty, each communion bringing its own 
fresh illumination, and perfecting us in the Sun 
of righteousness.”6 

If it is true that each Communion adds a fresh 
touch of Christ to us, so too does each act of 
reconciliation through the exchange of the 
peace; each act of offering, whereby we offer 
ourselves, our souls and bodies as bread and 
wine on the Table; each act of sending forth to 
love and serve the Lord, in the dismissal. Each 
of these moments in worship has the power 
to perfect us, not just as individuals, or even 
as a particular community, but as the Church 
gathered in a particular time and place – and 
beyond all time and all place.

Worship then is not something we simply offer 
to God. It is a participation in God’s mission, 
God’s purpose, God’s dream for the world, 
which is to reconcile all things in Christ (Col 
1:20). On my worst days, I sometimes wonder 
if any of what goes on in our chapel makes 
a difference. On my best days, I know that 
it does, because even though I cannot tell in 
the moment, I do know that it changes me, it 
changes us, it changes the Church. In changing 
us more and more into the image of God, our 
worship changes the world, bringing evermore 
into reality the dream of God for all creation.

Our Rule reminds us that people are hungry for 
good news that life is full of meaning in union 
with God. One of the ways in which we pro-
claim that good news is through our worship, 
not only formally, as on Sunday mornings, but 
whenever we open our hearts to God. When 
we do that, we discover again the joy of living 
in union with God. 

6 Richard Meux Benson, The Religious 
Vocation, “Of Communion” (1939), 160-61



It is increasing difficult for those of us immersed in consumerist, technological Western 
culture to perceive the givens of space and time as positive gifts. In an ever more complex, 
fragmented, information-saturated world, our sense of the sacred, the set-apart, or 
the holy endures constant challenge. We are tempted to identify “space” as signifying 
confinement and “time” as a scarcity. Constrained, stressful living spaces and work 
places, as well as modes of travel – all experienced in a milieu of diminishing available 
time – hamper our pursuit of wellbeing and meaning.

I want to invite you to consider these words from chapter 6, “The Spirit of Poverty” in 
The Rule of SSJE, which offer us a different truth and a renewed vision of hope: “When 
God made room for the existence of space and time and shaped a world filled with glory, 
this act of creation was one of pure self-emptying.”

This image of God “making room” invites us to the humble reception of space and 
time as open and free gifts of the creating God. Proclaimed afresh as the context of 
God’s imparting of being to the entire natural world – animate and inanimate creatures 
alike – space and time enter again the realm of sacred significance. Here is our awed 
acknowledgement of the mystery of existence itself: only in space (Cosmic and terrestrial), 
and in time (Eternal and chronological), are being and materiality manifested and known. 
Birth, growth, development, decay, death, re-birth, renewal, transformation, and new life 
are only possible through the interdependent, divine gifts of space and time. Together, 
these two form the matrix for human creaturely-ness in God’s image and likeness, and 
for our place within a wider glory. Through the created gifts of space and time, God 
consecrates sacred places, material and spiritual, and sets apart holy lives in the “now” 
and in the “always” – a wondrous whole.

From its infancy, humankind has shaped meaning through its divinely-guided embrace 
of space and time, “making room” (and making meaning) in the hallowing of places and 
occasions. Inspired human intuition and insight have perceived holy spaces in the midst 
of nature. Prehistoric standing stones and stone circles were set up as framing devices for 

God Making Room

Jonathan Maury, SSJE

The Gifts of Time & Space



particular locales in which people had encountered the immanence of the divine. High 
hills, commanding mountains and grassy rises; springs and streams of flowing water, 
great rivers and swelling oceans; vast canyons, deep-cut caverns, and caves beneath the 
earth came to be revered as meeting places with divinity and portals into transcendence. 
The dome of the sky, the spectacle of the starlit heavens, the blazing sun, cool moon, 
and circling planets, provoked humankind to awe and wonder, and to the desire to 
know what and Who is beyond the ordinary (and behind these extraordinary sights).

A developing religious instinct sparked the desire for set-apart, permanent places of sac-
rifice and prayer, spaces in which the ineffable beauty of the divine could be reflected. 
Temples and sanctuaries, oracular and healing shrines, and houses of prayer, were con-
structed in the anciently-honored liminal spaces of the natural world, employing and 
adorned with the very stuff of the created world. 

So also, humanity wakened to an awareness of the mystery of time, its dimensions of 
finitude and infinity, its qualities experienced both linearly and cyclically. The round 
of nature’s seasons; the daily, nightly, monthly, and annual journey of celestial bodies; 

Church is a sacrament of the 
divine gifts of space and time



times of planting, harvest and fields lying fallow; the inevitable 
and unending process of birth and death became the impetus 
for religious festivals, personal and social rites of passage, as well 
as prayer and meditation practices. 

Another aspect of the “making room” image in the SSJE Rule 
asks us to contemplate the paradoxical nature of God’s gifts: 
the realm of existence flows from and has its origin in the self-
emptying or “poverty” of God. God whose being knows no 
bounds, no beginning, no end – the God of space and time 
– is the One whose essence is sacrificial self-offering and loving 
relationship. The eternal union of the Holy Trinity, in mutuality 
and complementarity, is the living source and sublime pattern 
for all communities of living creatures. The Rule goes on to 
recall God’s making room in sharing our creaturely existence 
in space and time through Jesus, the Eternally-begotten One 
through whom we are drawn to experience and live God’s 
nature as our very own. Space and time are revealed as effectual 
signs (sacraments) of the fullness of life in Christ. They are the 
divine means through which creation enters into the “mutual 
self-giving and receiving” of God: Creator, Christ, and Spirit. 
God is forever making room in human hearts by pouring into 
them the fullness of God’s own self-offering divinity.

The ultimate locus and temporality of God’s making room is 
the community of worship, remembrance, and transformation 
which followers of Jesus have come to call “Church.” For Church 
is a sacrament of the divine gifts of space and time, as they 
are realized in the birth, life, ministry, death, resurrection, and 

glorification of Jesus – in the here and the now. Church is the incarnation of Christ’s 
mystical Body. In Church, every person, place, and era becomes the locus and occasion 
for sacred space and sacred time. Church is the place of gathering to be in relationship 
with God and with one another in God, the place to live in God’s eternal now (Kairos) 
in every moment of existence. Through the Word proclaimed and preached, the sharing 
of the sacramental mysteries of Baptism and of Christ’s Body and Blood, and our 
participation in God’s own desire to draw the whole world to divine Love, Church does 
indeed matter, for it is itself a mediator of sacred space and time.

God is ever making room. God is still creating – even amidst our present chaos and stress 
– a fullness of existence within a fullness of time beyond human imagining, when “All 
shall be well and, all shall be well, and all manner of thing shall be well” (Dame Julian 
of Norwich, 14th century). 
 



“All shall be well and, 
all shall be well, 
and all manner of thing shall be well.”



SSJE Annual Fund Co-Chairs

The Friends of SSJE are delighted to welcome Madelyn Sorensen, 
who now joins Polly Chatfield as Co-Chair of SSJE’s Annual Fund.

“The SSJE monastery has been a special and holy place for me for 
many years, whether I came for retreat, for spiritual direction, for a 
Saturday workshop or for worship. My spiritual life has been sup-
ported and inspired over the years by the Brothers and their various 
ministries. Giving back to them is an honor and I am very happy to 
be able to help them in this small way.” – Madelyn Sorensen

As we welcome Madelyn, we offer our deepest thanks to Bill 
Kendrick, who steps aside after serving as Co-Chair for many 
years. 

“It has been wonderful working with and for the Brothers all of these years. I look forward to con-
tinuing to do my part whenever it is needed.” – Bill Kendrick

Bill’s service with Polly has been invaluable at an important time in SSJE’s history. The 
Brothers are deeply grateful for the loving labors of Polly, Bill, and Madelyn. 

Legacy Society of SSJE
Leave a Mark of Love on Your Life

A bequest is a gift which leaves a lasting 
legacy upon the SSJE community. As a 
stabilizing block in SSJE’s foundation, 
these funds are crucial in nurturing the 
vitality of the community and ensuring 
its ability to meet needs not yet antici-
pated and emergency causes.

Just over one hundred people currently 
populate SSJE’s Legacy Society. If SSJE 
has left a mark of love on your life, might 
you consider a legacy gift in your own 
estate planning?

“Because love, given and received, lasts 
beyond the grave.”
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During Advent, we offered a twist on our customary service of Compline in 
a weekly contemplative Compline: a candlelit service that invited visitors 
to experience the rich, ancient language and music of the Sarum Compline 
Rite. Many visitors stayed to share in the thirty minutes of silence that pre-
ceded and followed the service.

In early January, Suzanne Ehly, a long-time friend of the Society, led our 
Community Education Days. Suzanne teaches voice, and helped us master 
breathing and singing techniques that could improve our individual voices 
and our choral singing.

Building on SSJE’s ongoing relationship with the Berkeley Divinity School 
at Yale, Br. David Vryhof led the seminary’s middler students in a three-
day retreat in January. Br. Curtis Almquist has traveled to the campus five 
times this academic year to offer spiritual direction to students, and also 
spoke at their Colloquium.

St. James Episcopal Church in Waimei, Hawaii, hosted Br. David Vryhof 
for ten days of preaching, teaching, and spiritual direction on the islands of 
Hawaii and O’ahu. Br. David led workshops for the St. James congregation, 
for vestry members from several local parishes, and for church volunteers. 
He met with individual clergy members in Honolulu for two days, and 
he also had the rare privilege of visiting Kaluapapa, the former colony for 
lepers on the island of Moloka’i, where St. Damien served from 1873 to 
1889.

Br. James Koester joined a diverse group of Episcopal communicators at 
the annual Forma Conference, which met in Atlanta in January. Br. James 
presented on “Why Monks Matter.”

In early February, Br. Keith Nelson led a full Saturday workshop on “The 
Way of the Heart,” which explored the poignant image of the heart in 
Scripture and Christian tradition.

Br. James Koester traveled to England in mid-February to attend the annual 
conference of the (English) Fellowship of St. John. In spite of the fact 
that there is no longer an active SSJE community serving in England, the 
English FSJ is very much alive, and continues to promote SSJE’s mission 
in England.

Br. Jim Woodrum led a Lenten retreat at St. John’s Church in Helena, 
Arkansas, in late February and will speak about the Sacrament of the Holy 
Eucharist at St. Anne’s Church in Lincoln, Massachusetts in mid-March.
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Also in late February, Brs. David Vryhof and Sean Glenn offered teaching 
on “Listening to God” and on the monastic virtue of “Humility” at St. 
Stephen’s Episcopal Church in Richmond, Virginia.

At the start of Lent, the Community launched a new video series, “Signs 
of Life: Why Church Matters.” The program, a joint effort between SSJE 
and Lifelong Learning at the Virginia Theological Seminary, examines five 
themes – Light, Water, Food, Shelter, and Community – in the light of 
Scripture, the Church’s liturgy, and Christian spiritual practice. The five-
week program is accompanied by two Facilitators’ Guides (for large and 
small groups), and other resource material. You can access it all online via 
www.SignsofLife.org. 

In March, Br. Geoffrey Tristram will travel to Rome to lead a retreat for 
the Convocation of Episcopal Churches in Europe, at the request of their 
bishop, the Rt. Rev. Mark Edington, a long-time friend of the Community.

Also in March, Br. Nicholas Bartoli will lead a retreat for deacons in the 
Diocese of Rhode Island.

A workshop on “Cultivating the Gift of Patience” will be offered at the 
monastery on Saturday, March 28, by Br. David Vryhof. The program will 
explore the virtue of patience as it has been understood and taught in the 
monastic tradition. To register, visit our website, www.ssje.org. 

At the end of March, Brs. Luke Ditewig and Lucas Hall will be offering 
a Lenten retreat day at St. Michael & All Angels Episcopal Church in 
Dallas, Texas. The program will explore God’s “double-call” for us of strug-
gle and comfort, temptation and trust, challenge and rest.

In April, Br. David Vryhof will offer a workshop on “Seeking God 
Together” (on praying and discerning in group settings) for students 
training to be spiritual directors in the “Selah” program of Leadership 
Transformations, Inc. 

On Saturday, May 16, Brs. Jonathan Maury, Jim Woodrum and Sean 
Glenn will lead a workshop for lay and clergy leaders who are interested 
in building Christian community in small parishes, drawing on monastic 
principles of prayer, worship, and hospitality. To register, visit our website, 
www.ssje.org.
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