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A Letter from the Superior

Dear Friends in Christ,
2020 was a year of immense challenges, filled with a great
deal of loss, grief, uncertainty, anxiety, and death. For most
of us, it was a year like no other, and will undoubtedly have
an impact on us for years to come.
We Brothers had our own loss this year, with the death of Brother David
Allen in August. He was the last of his generation of men in the Society, and
his death marks a dramatic shift, since there is now no one who came to
the community before 1984. We have been touched by the many notes we
have received describing David’s kindness, his warm and affectionate way of
greeting people, and his generosity of spirit. While his death was during the
lockdown, we were able to share his funeral liturgies online. I like to think that,
despite David’s age, he would be quite amused and proud of the fact that he
was the first member of the community to have had his funeral watched via the
internet by countless people.
Having to close the Monastery Guesthouse and Chapel was also a real
loss for us. When we were founded in 1866, we were founded as a mission
society. Father Benson had a suspicion of strictly contemplative communities
and wanted our monastic life to be rooted in mission and ministry to others.
When the pandemic forced us to close the Guesthouse and Chapel, we knew
it was vital that we discover new ways of mission and ministry which did not
require physical proximity.
We began to dip our toes into the world of livestreaming, first with
Evening Prayer on Saint John’s Day, and then with choral Evensong and
Sermon every Saturday. This was a surprising step for our community. Over
the years, whenever the possibility of livestreaming was suggested, all of us
– not least of whom was me – dug in our heels and resisted the concept.
How could a community whose patron was the Beloved Disciple and whose
underlying theology was the mystery of the Incarnation, exercise a ministry
that was not physically embodied? When the pandemic hit, we spent a great
deal of time wrestling with the theology of the Incarnation in a digital age, and
especially our understanding of the Sacraments. How, we asked ourselves,

could something viewed on a computer screen be regarded as incarnational,
and what is the Eucharist if it is virtual and not physical? When we tested
streaming Evensong, we immediately discovered the very real hunger many
were experiencing. We also experienced, as we hosted our first virtual FSJ
gatherings, how very real the feeling of connection could be online.
As we continued to experiment with other forms of online ministry, we
learned that virtual is not the polar opposite of incarnational. A significant
turning point was a community education day with Dr. Lisa Kimball and the
Reverend James Farwell from the Virginia Theological Seminary, in which
we focused specifically on sacramental theology. While Anglican eucharistic
theology and practice is focused on the eating and drinking of the bread and
wine, our day helped us explore other aspects of the Eucharist. We pondered
not simply the Real Presence of Christ in the Sacrament, but also the real
presences of Christ in gathered community, word proclaimed and broken,
prayers shared. With a renewed and indeed expanded understanding of
eucharistic theology and practice, we then felt able to livestream the Eucharist
on a regular basis.
In all of this, we have tried to be faithful to Father Benson’s vision that
we be men of the moment, able to do old things in new ways. We have been
supported, encouraged, and dare I say, even prodded in this by many of you,
and for that we are enormously grateful. You have been agents of grace and
transformation for us during these strange and challenging days. We long for
the day when we can safely reopen the Guesthouse and Chapel, and welcome
you back to share with us in this holy place. In the meantime, know how
grateful we are for your abiding friendship. We pray for you constantly.
Faithfully in Christ,
James Koester SSJE
Superior

A Letter from the Fellowship

“I thank my God every time I remember you, constantly
praying with joy in every one of my prayers for all of you…
For God is my witness, how I long for all of you with the
compassion of Christ Jesus.” (Philippians 1:3-4, 8)
This greeting of Paul’s – read aloud to a gathering of
believers meeting in a home in Philippi – came to my mind
as I reflected on the FSJ Online Gathering I attended in October. The same
longing and affection expressed by Paul in his letter arose in me upon seeing
Brother Curtis’ and Todd’s warm smiles and hearing their heartfelt expressions
of love for all of us FSJ members, who appeared as tiny passport-sized photos
on the screen. In the ancient world, a letter conveyed the personal presence
of the one who sent it; and so too I certainly felt Curtis’ and Todd’s presence
through this electronic medium.
“You bring Jesus to us,” declared Curtis, as he shared the Brothers’
gratitude for our participation that night and for all of our prayers, notes, and
other means of support during this time of physical separation. Through his
words, I was reminded that the Society of Saint John the Evangelist is our
Monastery, and I realized that the Brothers need me as much as I need them
to create God’s beloved community.
The first half hour, Curtis and Todd shared some of their own reflections,
prayers, and practices during the pandemic. Curtis expressed eloquently
what so many of us are feeling – ”a loss of our sense of belonging.” As he
spoke about vocation and our own individual callings, I experienced afresh a
reconnection to that fundamental question that I have heard after spending
time on retreat at the Monastery: “Where is God in this?” It resonated for me
when Todd spoke of experiencing disorientation, and how the flexibility of the
SSJE Rule of Life allowed him to “ride the waves” and adjust to a different
rhythm of life.
During the second half of our time together, Curtis and Todd took turns
answering questions from us through Zoom’s chat function. They replied to
our questions about Br. David Allen with full humanity, describing David’s last
days and the celebration of the Eucharist of the Resurrection for him in the
Chapel. What a gift of connection to hear of their frustration at not being able
to visit him in his assisted living facility, their grief at his death, and their loving
gratitude for his life, witness, and friendship. The online gathering offered an
occasion for us to mourn this loss together and to recognize the great losses
that surround us. This pandemic has broken open all our hearts to the suffering
both of loved ones nearby and of our neighbors around the globe.
In the questions submitted by my fellow FSJ members, I heard the
same human longing for the divine that I have experienced listening to

fellow retreatants at the Monastery. Our questions were about our physical
separation from the world, responses to the pandemic, rest, and spiritual
practices. Even in this digital medium, the Brothers had wisdom to share: I
was buoyed by Todd’s description of the increased importance of intercessory
prayer as “stepping into that unceasing voice of praise and prayer that goes
on before the throne.”
This event, born out of the necessity of the pandemic, actually connects in
surprising ways to SSJE’s mission and witness. The SSJE website describes the
mission of the Society in this way: “Rooted in the ancient monastic traditions
of prayer and community life, and critically engaged with contemporary
culture, we seek to know and share an authentic experience of God’s love and
mercy.” I experienced all of this in FSJ gathering, and its richness continues to
feed my prayers for the Brothers and the Fellowship.
– Scott Christian

Upcoming FSJ Gatherings
February 24, 7:15pm
March 24, 7:15pm
April 28, 7:15pm
May 12, 7:15pm

We hope you’ll join us – and your fellow FSJ
Members – for one or many of these upcoming
events. It is wonderful to have the chance to
connect together in fellowship.

“As the Society acts in the Name of Christ, wherein the Beloved Disciple found it his joy
to live, so should it be our endeavor to draw others into the fellowship of the same love
which is the stimulating principle of our own life.”
– Richard Meux Benson
Founder of the Society of Saint John the Evangelist

December 19, 1929 – August 17, 2020
Brother David Eastman Allen, a member of our community, died on 17 August
2020 at Cambridge, MA in the ninety-first year of his life and the sixtieth year
of his religious profession.
A native of Spokane, WA where his grandparents had been Presbyterian
missionaries, David graduated from Washington State University in 1952 and
immediately enlisted in the US navy. He was assigned to active duty during
the Korean War in the Pacific Fleet. Following a year of shore duty he entered
the Church Divinity School of the Pacific to prepare for ordination. He was
ordained deacon on 17 June 1958 by Bishop Edward Cross, who had confirmed
him a number of years earlier. Shortly after his ordination he entered our
community at the Monastery in Cambridge. He was ordained priest by Bishop
Spence Burton of our Society later that year. In those days it was our custom
for priest novices to be elected directly to life profession, and so on 1 July 1961
Brother David made his life profession in the Monastery Chapel. He was the last
person in our community to go directly from the novitiate to life profession. In
1962 he was sent to serve in our Japanese Province where he served until 1971,
and again from 1974, until the closing of the Province and the withdrawal of the
American members of our community from Japan in 1975. These were some
of the happiest years of his life. There he became proficient in Japanese, which
enabled him to serve both our Japanese and English speaking congregations. For
a time he was the editor of our Japanese newsletter Mi Tsuka (or Honourable
Messenger). He also served as Provincial Superior, as well as Warden to the
Sisters of Divine Charity.
He returned to Cambridge in 1975 and was at different times Novice
Guardian, Assistant Superior, Guest Brother, or Sacristan. He was also one of
those who lived at Emery House on several occasions. Because of his fluency in

Japanese, David was one of those who began the Boston Chinese Ministry at St.
Paul’s Cathedral. This allowed him to learn enough Cantonese to enable him
to preside at the Eucharist, and preach on occasion. In February 2020 David
moved into a long term care facility. Shortly after his move, the facility went into
lockdown due to the Covid-19 pandemic, preventing any visits. A few weeks after
the lockdown began, David wrote to the Brothers saying “that I have come to know
my present attitude is one of joy and peace … and that I have accepted with joy what has
happened to me … accepting my life as it has become, so cut off from what it had been.
Each morning I wake up reciting a line from the psalms, ‘This is the day that the Lord
has made, I will rejoice and be glad in it.’” Brother David died at Neville Center at
Fresh Pond. His ashes will be interred in the community’s Memorial Garden at
Emery House at a later date.

May he rest in peace and rise in glory

Praying Alone,
Together
Lucas Hall, SSJE

Praying is hard. One of the reasons I came to a monastery was the sobering
recognition of my own weakness. I wanted to pray, yet I found it exceedingly
difficult to do so without the support of a community. It seems to me that all
monks are marked by this weakness; even the early desert hermits rejected the
idea that they were particularly holy, on account of the fact that they needed to
venture into the emptiness of the desert in order not to be distracted. The real
holy ones were those who could pray even amidst the din and cacophony of
the city.
Throughout the pandemic, I have been lucky to be able to continue praying
in community with my Brothers. It is perhaps difficult for me, then, to fully
wrap my head around how much people may be struggling to pray in this time
of isolation. And yet, I also know what it’s like to struggle in prayer: alone, before
I came into community; and even now, in community, in light of the current
circumstances. At this time, when so many Christians have found themselves
in unchosen isolation, it’s helpful to delve into the Church’s theological
understanding of what it means to pray alone, especially by venturing outside
our own time and place to understand very different perspectives from our own.
I’ve found this theology personally helpful, for two reasons.
First, thinkers from previous eras of the Church did not have nearly the
sense of power and control that modern Westerners often feel, in the midst of
wealth, medicine, and industry. War, sickness, and general instability marked
much of pre-modern human life. It marks much of modern life, too, but we who
have access to wealth can usually insulate ourselves from all that. Usually. This
past year has been determined to show us our own human weakness, it seems,
and turning to those more experienced than us in these matters can help us to
navigate through this rough part of our collective journey. People have walked
this way before, and come out safely on the other side; some of them even left

maps for us. We can use these to find the way.
And second, I find diving into theology and doctrine a very illuminating
process, and a good counter-balance to work that is more focused on the practice
of devotion. As C.S. Lewis wrote, “For my own part I tend to find the doctrinal
books often more helpful in devotion than the devotional books … I believe
that many who find that ‘nothing happens’ when they sit down, or kneel down,
to a book of devotion, would find that the heart sings unbidden while they are
working their way through a tough bit of theology with a pipe in their teeth and
a pencil in their hand.” This is not to say that intellectual musing can replace
prayer; thinking about God can be its own idol. Rather, I find that diving into
the intellectual life and history of the Church can prime me to be desirous of
God, to finally “get it” and bound into prayer with new understanding.
Two saints stand out to me in particular: Aphrahat, a Syriac “proto-monk”
writing in the 4th century, and Peter Damian, an Italian Benedictine of the
11th century. I find helpful the fact that these figures are not only people of
a different time and place, but also lived, wrote, and prayed in very different
contexts from one another. They have different emphases and concerns, which
means their approaches offer us greater perspectives of what it might look like to
pray in solitude, and what that means.
Aphrahat was a Christian celibate ascetic who lived in the Sasanian
Empire, in what is now northern Iraq. His writings earned him the moniker,
“The Persian Sage.” He wrote a series of homilies, called his Demonstrations, on
Christian life, belief, and morality. His fourth demonstration is about prayer,
and he particularly focuses on the inner, solitary aspect of prayer. Taking as his
guide Christ’s instruction to “go into your room and shut the door and pray

I know what it’s like to struggle in prayer

to your Father who is in secret,” he argues that the inward experience of the
individual is fundamental to prayer.
Aphrahat then speaks of another of Christ’s sayings: “Where two or three
are gathered in my name, I am among them.” He references this to bring up
what was, presumably, a pastoral issue the Christians of his own community were
grappling with. It seems there was a real fear that prayer alone would fall on deaf
ears because Jesus instructs his followers to gather together. Aphrahat sought to
reconcile what might be read as contradictory teachings of Jesus: prayer is about
an individual, inward experience, but Christ is present through the gathering of
multiple people together.
Not long after this treatise was written, serious persecutions of Christians
in the Persian Empire would begin, making this far more than a theoretical
issue, as gathering together for prayer became a dangerous, potentially even lifethreatening activity. In the face of this reality, and in response to his community’s
concern about the efficacy of solitary prayer, Aphrahat points out several Old
Testament examples of people praying by themselves and encountering God, and
adds that even Jesus went alone to pray. He writes that, when we “sweep clean”
our hearts, ordering not only our external actions but also our inner lives toward
God, we create within ourselves a dwelling-place for Christ. As Christ abides in
us, we abide in him, just as Christ abides in the Father and the Father abides in
him. These, Aphrahat says, are the “two or three” who are gathered, in which
Christ is present.
He follows this by appealing to Isaiah, whose prophecy speaks of the rest that
God offers, and that we are to offer others. Aphrahat says that offering others
this rest, this mercy, comfort, and aid, is fundamental to prayer. He teaches that,
just as it is our duty to pray and so we should not neglect prayer, so too is it our
duty to offer others this godly rest, and so we should not use prayer as an excuse
not to help others. He says that, if helping others hinders us from our normal
prayers, this help will itself be looked upon by God as prayer.
Aphrahat’s perspective is vertical. It is the praying person, alone, who
connects to God. Solitude is seen as a benefit, if it more clearly calls someone to
holiness, repentance, and singleness of heart. Within the heart of the individual,
we get an expression of the Trinity, of community and oneness bound up
together. Just as this solitude can call us to ordering our inner lives, it can, as
Aphrahat indicates, make us more keenly aware of the suffering of others, and
how we can help them. The solitude acts to clarify our offering, whether it is
expressed in private prayer or in works of mercy.
While Aphrahat’s emphasis is vertical, Peter Damian’s is more horizontal,
emphasizing the relationship of the individual Christian to the whole of the

Church. Peter Damian was a monk, theologian, and
reformer; originally just “Peter,” he was orphaned
and taken in by his adult brother, Damianus, and so
Peter added his brother’s name to his own. He wrote
many works, but the relevant one for us is a short
treatise called Liber Dominus Vobiscum, or literally,
“The Book of ‘The Lord be with you.’” In it, he
reflects on the issue of hermits praying their daily
prayers, and whether or not they should use plural
language, including parts of the prayers that call for
responses, such as “The Lord be with you.” Peter
Damian concludes that it is perfectly appropriate for
individuals to use this plural language.
He argues this because of his understanding of
the Church. Just as the Church is many members
brought together as one, so too is its oneness
present in each individual member. The sacrament
of baptism births each person as a member of this
Church, and so it is by virtue of our baptism that the
Church is expressed, in its fullness, in each of us. Just
as there are “varieties of gifts, but the same Spirit,”
so too is the diversity of each individual Christian a
participation in the oneness of the Church, the Body
of Christ, and so the whole Body is present even in
just one of its members.
Peter Damian goes on to argue that the structure
of the Apostles’ Creed, in which we profess belief
in the Holy Spirit, the holy catholic Church, and
the communion of saints – all grouped together in
consecutive lines – was a deliberate statement from
the early Church that this oneness is fundamental to
Christian belief, and ought to be recalled regularly by
the faithful in their prayers. As such, he concludes,
people praying individually should feel free to use
plural language, and further, people praying in a
group should feel free to use singular language.
Peter Damian’s point is that the singularity of
Christianity – one God, one faith, one Church, one
baptism, one everlasting life – does not do away with
distinction and individuality, but enfolds it and holds

it in reciprocal relationship, with the whole reflecting the individual and the
individual reflecting the whole. Aphrahat sees the individual gathered together
with God, and sees, in the relationship of the Father and the Son, God as
a gathered being, whose gathering we can enter through prayer, which is the
invitation of this gathered God into one’s heart. Meanwhile, Peter Damian sees
the individual as a reflection of the Church gathered together, the wide expanse
of the Church concentrated into a single heart and mind and voice, through the
indissoluble oneness of the faith.
These two teachers, separated by hundreds of years and miles, give us
different but complementary tools to understand what it means to pray when
we’re alone. The first emphasizes the praying person’s relationship to God. The
second emphasizes the praying person’s relationship to the Church. Both serve
as reminders that, though our solitude can be a real experience of weakness,
God’s power is made perfect in weakness. It is difficult, but we don’t need to be
afraid of loneliness and isolation. We can pray alone, together.

We can pray alone, together.

Dining at the
Table of the Lord
James Koester, SSJE

The question caught me off guard. A theological student entering my second
year, I had spent the summer ministering in a summer chapel. Before the
summer, I had been in the habit of attending the Eucharist and receiving Holy
Communion almost every day. Suddenly all that had changed, and over the
course of nearly three months, I had been able to attend the Eucharist only
twice. I had missed the Eucharist enormously. Returning to the College in
September, I was greeted by a member of the faculty who asked how my summer
had been. I expected some sympathy from this professor when I answered;
some recognition that being cut off from the Eucharist was indeed a loss; some
assurance that things would be fine now that I was back. What I received instead
was a comment that I have spent the last forty years unpacking: Well, James, he
said, I assume that you dined daily at the Table of the Word?
For many months now, Christians around the world have been cut off
from the eucharistic life of the Church. Where once regular attendance at the
Eucharist and reception of Holy Communion was the norm, suddenly the
absence the Sacrament in our lives has been the reality. Who has not missed
the comforting assurance of Christ’s presence in bread broken, wine poured,
in bodies cleansed by His Body, and souls washed by His Blood?1 Who has not
missed the comforting solace of familiar ritual? Yet the comment made to me
that September day – nearly forty years ago – continues to haunt me. Well James,
I assume that you dined daily at the Table of the Word.
As I reflect on the situation in which we have found ourselves during these
last months, I must confess that I do so from a privileged position. As a member
of a monastic community, I have been able to maintain our practice of daily
Eucharist and the Divine Office. However, because we normally act as a center
of worship for a congregation of over 100 people on Sundays, as well as for
those guests on retreat with us throughout the week, I am aware of the hunger
1

“Prayer of Humble Acess,” Book of Common Prayer (Church Publishing, 1962), 84-85.

and longing many are experiencing during this time. I also
reflect on our current situation, not simply as a pastor to a
congregation, but also from nearly thirty years of experience as
a spiritual director.
In the practice of spiritual direction, where the role of
the director is to help people recognize the movement of the
Spirit in their lives, I often find myself asking people who
come to see me a few simple questions: Where is God in this?
What is the invitation? I believe that these are helpful and
focusing questions, because they shift the focus away from the
individual, to the movement of God in a person’s life. They
also shift the attention towards the gift of hope. If you were
sitting across from me in one of the conference rooms here
at the Monastery, I would ask the same things: Where is God is this? What is the
invitation? In other words: Where is the hope? To these questions I would also add,
How is God feeding you now?
Father Richard Meux Benson the founder of our Society,2 speaks a great deal
about hope. For him, the gift of hope was the result of the worship of God, and
worship was not confined to what happens on Sunday morning. The whole life
of a Christian is to be a life of worship, and thus the whole life of a Christian is
to be a life of union with God. We remind ourselves of this in our Rule of Life
where we say that human beings were created to bless and adore their Creator and in
the offering of worship to experience their highest joy and their deepest communion with
one another… 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. In this life of worship
together we are transformed in body, soul and spirit.3 If the life of the Brothers of
SSJE is to be a life of adoration, it is only because, like all Christians, in Holy
Baptism we have been made a member of Christ, the child of God, and an inheritor
of the kingdom of heaven.4 As baptized Christians, we live this life of worship and
seek the gift of hope given to all who worship God in spirit and in truth. For
Father Benson, this gift of hope – given to all who are worshipers of the Triune
God – draws us to the very heart of God.
While it is true that many have been separated from the Eucharist, we have
not been separated from God, nor from the gift of hope, nor from the real
presence of Jesus. As Anglicans it is our belief that Jesus is truly present in the
2
For a short biography of Father Benson, see Stephan Reynolds, For All the Saints
(Anglican Book Centre, 1994), 54.
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“Worship,” The Rule of the Society of Saint John the Evangelist (Cambridge, MA: Cowley
Publications, 1997), 32.
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Where is God in this?
What is the invitation?

sacramental Gifts of Bread and Wine, and we speak of the Real Presence of
Christ in the Eucharist. Yet it is also true to say that Christ, who will be present
to us in communion, comes first to those who are listening in ‘the word of God…
living and active, sharper than any two-edged sword,’ and as the one who ‘speaks words
that are spirit and life.’5 We speak of the Real Presence, but we could just as easily
speak of the real presences, for Jesus who comes to us in Bread and Wine, Body
and Blood, comes to us first in gathered community, Word proclaimed, prayers
offered, sins forgiven, and peace restored. We may have been cut off from the
Sacrament of the Eucharist, but not from the sacramental life of the Church,
for in community, Word, prayer, forgiveness, and peace, the abiding presence of
Jesus is with us, just as he promised. Remember, I am with you always, to the end of
the age.6
Throughout Scripture, God promises to be with us, because that is the
nature of God Emmanuel, and God’s promises never go unfulfilled. Where is
God? God is with us, because God in Christ is God Emmanuel, if only we have
the grace to see.
While I have continued to receive the Sacrament of the Eucharist over
these last months, I have done so knowing that it is a privilege. Each time I
have received the Sacrament, I have been aware that many cannot, and I have
carried you in my heart. We say in our Rule of Life that [according] to an ancient
monastic saying ‘A monk is separated from all in order to be united to all.’ The pioneers
of monasticism believed that the monk was called to the margin of society in order to
hear within himself the deepest cries of humanity, and to discover a profound unity with
all living beings in their struggle to attain ‘the freedom of the glory of the children of
5
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“The Word of God in Preaching,” SSJE Rule, 38.
Matthew 28:20.

God.’7 As I have reached out my hands to receive the Bread of Life and Cup of
Salvation, I have done so as a member of the Body of Christ through Baptism.
As Christ’s sacramental Body and Blood have nourished me, the whole body of
the baptized has been nourished, for we are one body. A deeper understanding
of our place in the Body of Christ – not as individuals, but as members of Christ
– is one of the invitations which God is holding before us now.
In the last six months we have also rediscovered that the primary Christian
community is the domestic church, in other words, the home. As people have
been cut off from the worshipping life of their parish churches, small and large
groups have gathered online or around the dinner table, to pray Morning
and Evening Prayer or Compline. Households, especially those with children,
have taken active parts in various kinds of Christian formation. Prayer spaces
or corners have been set up in bedrooms or studies, as a way to create sacred
space that is set apart for our encounter with God. The recovery of the domestic
church is, I believe, a sign of hope.
Over the last months we may have been cut off from the eucharistic life
of the Church, but God Emmanuel has still been with us. God’s invitation
to discover our place as baptized members of the Body of Christ has still been
offered. God’s gift of hope has still been drawing us deeper into the very heart of
God. And, God has set other tables before us, and has fed us in wonderful and
surprising ways.
7
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God has set other tables before us.

Absence Makes
the Heart Grow
Keith Nelson, SSJE

We know that the familiar adage ends with the cheery adjective “fonder.” To feel
the absence of someone we cherish does often deepen our love the longer we are
apart. But absence may also make the heart grow numb or inert, grief-stricken or
depressed, baffled or enraged. Absence can make the heart grow hopeless.
When I focus instead on the word grow, something shifts. The trajectory of
our growth in God is through and beyond this kaleidoscope.
If the feeling of absence in our lives has anything to do with the purposes of
God, growth will be its gift, but not in a way we can predict or even recognize.
This has been the experience of many saints, whose patient endurance through
the night of God’s felt absence has catalyzed their growth, not in fondness but in
holiness. As in any relationship of true love, growth in Christ gives rise to many
feelings. But it does not depend upon those feelings, and the presence of feelings
we consider encouraging or consoling is not in itself a sign of growth, any more
than their absence is a sign of stasis. Sometimes the opposite is true! Growth in
God strengthens us both to treasure the joy of Christ’s felt presence, and to trust
the slow, hidden growth called forth when we feel God is absent. This depth of
trust is deeply challenging.
Thus far, I have used the terms “felt presence” and “felt absence.” This is
because we believe God to be omnipresent. God is never not present and God
is present to every created thing in an equal manner. That we feel this not to be
always true is a mark of our limited capacity as creatures. Crucially, however,
God uses that limited perspective and those exact feelings to our benefit, as we
shall see.
God begins to effect the healing of this fragmented perspective by becoming
one of us. The attraction of that Love-made-human coaxes forth an affective
response. We fall in love! While the mystery of God-with-us in the person of

The tomb’s emptiness declares
“He is Risen.”

Jesus is offensive to the reasoning mind, it is beautiful, desirable, even irresistible
to the heart that embraces him in the manger, beholds him on the cross, or
touches his risen body.
But our contemporary idolization of instantly legible positive feelings
sometimes creates an unhelpful impression: that the Incarnation is solely about
knowing God’s presence in a way that stimulates, supports, or soothes, rather
than challenges expectations or catalyzes change. After all, didn’t God become
flesh to comfort us in our afflictions and fill us with joy? Isn’t that why we need
to worship together physically – to be the consoling embrace of Christ’s arms to
one another, the members of his Body? Isn’t that why we need to commune with
him in the Eucharist – to feel his presence filling our emptiness?
In one sense – unequivocally, yes. This is the purpose of God’s coming
among us in Jesus, Word made Flesh. We need these good gifts. But in another
sense, a sense I want to explore here, they present only a partial picture of Life
abundant. The Incarnation of Jesus Christ also frames and makes accessible a
new kind of divine “absence,” overflowing with hope and meaning. Like the force

of a powerful magnet, this intangible hope in things unseen draws us
in its tether. This absence is presence’s golden shadow.
Rowan Williams and Maggie Ross have noted that there are two
powerful images of this divine absence in scripture.1 The first is found
in the Temple at Jerusalem: the empty space above the Ark, framed by
the outspread wings of the cherubim. The second is the empty tomb.
The “absence” of Christ is a mysterious sign legible to the beloved
disciple; the tomb’s emptiness declares “He is Risen.”
Another image that speaks in the same vein is Christ’s
ascension. In Western medieval painting, the assembled apostles and
the Virgin gaze upward at the barely visible feet of Jesus, while his
body has disappeared into a cloud. While it is the hand of the Father
stretching forth from heaven that communicates God’s presence, it
is the feet of the Son as they vanish that signal his absence from the
world in the way the disciples have known him. At the same time, this
is the first glimpse of “the fullness of him who fills all in all” (Ephesians
1:23). He is leaving them in order to become present in a new way.
In all three of these scriptural images, God reveals something
of what God is like. But none are straightforward communications of
presence in the way our senses and feelings might expect. The Israelites
refuse to represent their God in an earthly form like other nations. The
risen and ascended Christ moves up, out, and beyond in his return to
the Father. It is as if God says, “I have been present to you. Now, be
with me where I AM” ( John 17:24). If we would find meaning instead of lack in
the empty tomb or the open heavens, our affective posture must shift.
Beginning in the twelfth century, many monastic theologians turned toward
a new understanding of the role of feelings in the life of faith. Feelings had
been seen as valuable tools in the journey toward self-knowledge, a cornerstone
of monastic conversion. Feelings were now prized afresh as keys that opened a
living relationship with Jesus, whose joys, sorrows, desires, and disappointments
were sure signs of how deeply he knew our humanity and longed for a return of
our love. There was a keen sense that the Incarnation of Christ was intended to
captivate our feelings, but in order to draw us beyond them – to lasting truths.
St. Bernard of Clairvaux (1090-1153) writes:
I think this is the principal reason why the invisible God willed to be seen
in the flesh and to converse with men as a man. He wanted to recapture the
1
(1979).

Ross & Gillespie, The Apophatic Image (1992); Williams, The Wound of Knowledge

affections of carnal men who were unable to love in any other way, by first
drawing them to the salutary love of his own humanity, and then gradually
raising them to a spiritual love.2
Jesus is able to hold our loving attention because he speaks the language
of our senses and affections. This attraction inaugurates a journey; it is only a
beginning. Jesus longs to be present to us also in his divinity, as “the image of
the invisible God” (Colossians 1:15). When our affections are “raised” in this
way, the tradition maintains, painful feelings of absence are to be expected.
The resulting feeling of absence might even be what lures us on, past feelings’
beginning.
On the same theme, Hugh of St. Victor (1096-1141) gives us a powerful
series of images in a meditation on God’s self-communication in the Eucharist
and in contemplative prayer:
It is truly the Beloved who visits you.
Yes, but he comes invisible, hidden, and incomprehensible.
He comes to touch you, not to be seen,
He makes you taste of him, not to pour himself out in you entirely.
He comes to draw your affection, not to satisfy your desire.
To bestow the first fruit of his love, not to communicate it in its fullness.
Behold in this the most certain pledge of your future marriage,
that you are destined to see him and to possess him entirely,
because he already gives himself to you to taste
with what sweetness you know.
Therefore in times of his absence you shall console yourself,
and during his visit you shall renew your courage.3
For Hugh, the felt absence of God is beneficial for us in more than one way.
The anticipation of God’s return whets and increases our desire, but it remains
unsatisfied – intensifying its momentum. While the sense of God’s absence is
painful, this pain has a role to play in our transformation. We cannot rest until
God is ours entirely! Unsurprisingly, celibacy is a key experiential dynamic that
informs Hugh’s theology. But Hugh speaks to all Christians in his promise of
both “present pledge” and “future fulfillment.” There is an unfinished, openended quality to the work of God in us on this side of eternity. Our need of
God – expressed in empty, outstretched hands – is shown to be our greatest gift
to God. The Incarnation teaches us the value of this ebb and flow.
The experience of absences that stunt or paralyze is pervasive right
2
Bernard of Clairvaux, Commentary on the Song of Songs, I.
3
Hugh of St. Victor, excerpted in The Contemplative Experience, by Joseph Chu-Cong,
O.C.S.O.

now in the depths of the pandemic experience. We long for flesh-and-blood
relationships, the vision of smiles now hidden behind masks, the reassurance
of eye contact made in real time. In the midst of it all, we thank God for the
technology that has made virtually mediated connection possible, and for the
unexpected ways it has deepened our communion with fellow disciples.
Our most advanced digital devices also provoke in us a poignant array of
feelings. The movement toward digital wellbeing depends upon a sober, momentby-moment assessment of our relationship with these tools. As we survey the
tides of feeling set in motion by our digital engagement, we can take our cue
from those medieval theologians of the Incarnation and ask: How many of
these feelings spark a deeper self-knowledge? Which ones keep us skimming the
surface of life? How many of them open a living relationship with Jesus? Which
ones “recapture our affections” for Christ’s liberating service … and which,
perhaps, capture them for the world’s purposes? As followers of an incarnate
God in a digital age the Spirit calls us to be adept stewards of our feelings, those
sacred mediators of Christ’s transforming work. It also calls for our courage to
look beyond all mediators but him, in the hope of a day “when sacraments shall
cease.”4
4
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Remember who you are as a human being
by doing nothing.

Playing Bodies,
Praying Bodies
Luke Ditewig, SSJE

Stuff sputters in our heads. Like corn kernels popping out, into, over, and
beyond the bowl, words, thoughts, and information pop, pop, pop. Emotions
roll back and forth, bumping into each other. Sadness sighs and sags. Anger
flares up. Fear fidgets, fingering wounds, circling questions, pushing to fight or
flee. All the more so now, stuff sputters from pandemic-related grief, trauma,
and weariness. We are holding so much. Life is hard, and it can be hard to pray.
Often, we keep the stuff sputtering inside our heads as with a tight mental
lid: separating it from the rest of the body.1 About five years ago, I began
practicing InterPlay, a system of facilitated group improv movement and
storytelling.2 It’s a bit like recovery for serious people, helping us relearn how to
play and connect with our whole bodies. I have been learning about that tight
metal lid and opening it to witness and release what comes out.
Pre-pandemic, guests often arrived at the Monastery looking haggard and
worn. We welcomed them with the invitation to slow down. The advice we
shared with guests here can apply just as well to what you can do at home, or
wherever you find yourself. Rather than multi-tasking, try doing one thing at a
time. Remember who you are as a human being by doing nothing. Savor food
and drink. Pay attention to what catches your attention. Don’t just look. Stop
to linger and gaze. I always give guests permission to sleep, encouraging them to
indulge in this retreat trinity: go to bed early, sleep in, and take a nap. Take the
rest your body wants, not how you force it to behave.
1
Cynthia Winton-Henry, Move: What the Body Wants (Kelowna, BC: Wood Lake, 2016),
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God created us in bodies. God lived among us, fully human. God still
comes in and through our humanity, especially in our bodies. As you would on
retreat, remember and honor the physicality of grace in your daily life.3 Stopping,
sleeping well, savoring, and gazing help restore the freedom and felt-sense of
unmerited favor. Satiated, well-rested, and still, we are better prepared and open
to hear what God is saying.
After slowing down, many still struggle with how to pray. What shall we say
about our pain? How might we hear God speaking to us? Jesus blessed children,
and told adults to be more like them (Matthew 18:1-5). What might children
teach us about how to lift the lid and pray our sputtering lives?
Play. Imagine. Improvise. Make it up. Risk doing something you haven’t
done in ages or ever. Let yourself have fun. Play is fun such that you want to keep
going and lose track of time. Move. As InterPlay teaches, fling your fingers as if
throwing paint on the walls. Scrunch up your face. Open your face wide and stick
out your tongue. Shake your body, first gently and then like a wet dog. Droop
and let yourself hang. Color something, anything – whether it’s abstract, in a
book, or simply doodling the names of people or concerns on your heart. Get
down on your knees or up close to what catches your attention.
Play is not an activity but a state of mind core to our biology.4 Play and
creativity naturally open nonlinear ways to discover and express ourselves
in prayer, and to hear God.5 It is not all nice and positive. Play helps express
pain and sputtering emotions, without having to speak. Praying with playful
movement and other arts is something anybody can do. This is healing for the
weary, worn, and grieving.
I have been going outside far more this past year, and whenever I can, I do
so in the woods. Often, I’m jogging, but even then, I try to pay attention. I stop
to gaze and raise my hands up like trees to the sky. One day I spotted something,
stopped, and crouched down. To my delight, I saw I toad … breathing. Something
happened inside of me. I remembered my own breath, wondered at my own life,
gave thanks for this toad body, my body, for breath and beauty.
Seeing and being in nature somehow connects us further with our own
bodies and with God. When teaching Embodied Prayer online this fall, I
included short videos of animals from Emery House, and participants loved
them. One commented that the animals prompted her reconnecting not just to
3
Cynthia Winton-Henry, Dance – The Sacred Art: The Joy of Movement as a Spiritual
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her body but to the larger body of creation. She was more aware of herself as
well as the great tree in her yard, and they enjoyed a hug. Nature can awaken us.
Gazing up, I felt the cold, icy field under my back. I saw the cloud-covered,
fog-draped sky with deepening darkness. I was awake, alert from a walk in the
woods. Invited to receive, I laid down, surrendered to the earth and sky. I felt
calm, present, open, and energized. I smiled as the mist kissed my face with
sprinkles. The fog and fading light enfolded me.
Grace is a calm, released rest, like evening dew on the field or floating in
water. Like electricity, it is my heart pounding and my heavy breathing when
snow shoeing. It is energized alertness amid the ordinary after exercise. When
my hand, elbow, or toe moves unrestrained in a dance, grace is in its free
movement. How is grace expressed in your body? When do you feel most fully
alive, whether calm or energetic? How do you welcome more of it?
Gathered for worship, some bow, kneel, or make the sign of the cross. What
other movements express your feelings and beliefs, your prayer? Especially when
you’re alone, what might embody your anger, joy, sadness, trust, anxiety, desire,
longing, or thanksgiving? Play with it. Try it out. Your audience of One loves,
invites, and is waiting to see you.
Put a shape to your words, to embody the intention. We believe Jesus loves
us. We say Jesus loves us. But it’s often hard to feel that love. Try wrapping
yourself in a hug. Stay there. Feel the warmth of your hands holding yourself.
In this shape, say “Jesus loves me.” How does that feel?
What next? Perhaps stay in this shape, rest here, like a child taking it in,
needing more than a three-second hug. Perhaps gently rock back and forth.
Perhaps caress and rub your shoulders and head. Our bodies contain wisdom
and communicate. Are we listening? A parent rocks a child to sleep. A child
sways to calm herself.

Wrap yourself in a hug, and hear
Jesus saying: “I love you.”

Instead of putting a shape to words, another way is to let your body move
first and then notice what is being communicated. When making a snow angel
one evening, a person came to mind as I lay in the snow. Feeling held, I sensed
God upholding my friend. Impromptu, with increasing playful glee, I made
about ten more snow angels, each a loving prayer for a different person.
St. Ignatius of Loyola, founder of the Jesuits, taught playful prayer,
particularly by using God’s gift of our imagination. Children can remind us
how. They usually see many possibilities in a box – house, stable, spaceship, boat
– and play out storylines within it. Read a scripture story and imagine being in
it. Imagine all the senses: what the boat looked like, what people were wearing,
the smell and taste of the salt spray, feeling waves violently rock the boat and
finding Jesus asleep in the storm. Speak to Jesus about the experience and listen
for Jesus’ response. Praying with movement is a kinesthetic imagination.6
What is sputtering and popping in your head? With childlike playfulness and
trust, lift the lid with some shakes, deep breaths, thrusting at the air, swinging
round, and being still in whatever shapes your body takes. Especially in times of
such grief, distance, and weariness, attend to the gift of and wisdom within our
bodies. Sleep, savor, and gaze. God gives grace including physically. Play with
your prayer. Move for an audience of One, praying your life. Reach up to the
clouds, and kneel down to breathe with a toad.7 Intercede with snow angels.
Wrap yourself in a hug, and hear Jesus saying: “I love you.”
6
Winton-Henry (2009), 41.
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For more practice with the joyful arts of embodied prayer, playful movement, and
prayerful creativity, sign-up for Br. Luke’s program on Embodied Prayer at www.ssje.org.

The community was delighted to share Br. Sean Glenn’s Profession in Initial Vows online over
live-stream on September 19th. Br. Sean appreciated the encouragment and support that poured
in online before and following this milestone.

Following his Ordination to the Priesthood on December 12th, Br. Luke Ditewig celebrated his
first Eucharist as a priest on December 15th. Both services were live-streamed, allowing friends
and family to attend virtually and share in these important moments in Luke’s life & vocation.

The

Legacy
Society
of SSJE

Your Partnership in the
Legacy Society
“It is difficult to find words for
how much SSJE has meant to
us. Their very presence provides
a basis, a solid place-source for
what is needed to live out lives
in Christ in this often confusing
world. This is why we want to
be a part of making sure this
community continues well into
the future.”
Our Monastery renovation in 2010-11 drove
home in very real terms our dependence on others.
It exposed the limits of self-sufficiency, and the
blessings that emerge through mutual reliance.
This concept goes against the cultural emphasis
on individualism, yet it is at the heart of monastic
truth about interdependence. The Legacy Society
is a tool for responsible stewardship of our
future witness. While our Annual Fund covers
the cost of the day-to-day functioning of our life
and ministry, SSJE’s Legacy Society promises
stability for the long term. This undergirding
support ensures that the next generation may be
reached, inspired, and transformed by the work
and witness of SSJE.

For more information please contact legacy@ssje.org

SSJE Annual Fund Update
Br. James in conversation with
Polly Chatfield and Madeline
Sorensen, Co-Chairs

The Collect for the Feast of the Abbess Hilda asks that, like her, “we may build
up one another in love.” Through painful days of isolation and fear, when we
ache for the passing of the peace, the Eucharist, the enriching facets of our
communal worship, the Brothers have worked very hard to adapt their ministry to meet the needs of the moment. As it seems the world is contracting,
the Brothers’ circle of love and ministry has expanded. People from Canada to
Australia come together for Evening Prayer, workshops, and prayer.
So much of a monastic community’s purpose lies in its disciplines and way of
life. The generous support of so many over the years allows the Brothers’ focus
to be the fulfillment of their calling – to be monks. Our work as co-chairs of
the Annual Fund is truly a labor of love. Love is work. It is very fulfilling, but at
times it can be hard work. And it is good to experience that challenge at times.
It is invigorating and uplifting. With each gift of support, with each expression
of gratitude, a reciprocal circle of encouragement and love is experienced. We
thank you for your support and prayers, for they build us up in love.
SSJE.org/donate

friends@ssje.org | (617) 876-3037 x. 55

SPOTLIGHT ON

Live-Streaming Worship
Like families all around the world, our community realized shortly into
the pandemic that we needed to embrace technology if we were going to
keep safely connected with those beyond our walls. We began small, by
streaming Saturday Evensong through an iPad set up on a tripod in the
back of the Chapel. It was a small beginning, but it meant a substantial
shift for us Brothers, essentially demanding we embrace technology in the
last place we ever thought we’d allow it.
We were overcome with the positive response from our Friends and
found it meaningful to once again share our worship with others. You
could see us; we could not see you, but we could feel that you were with
us. Before long, we had expanded our streaming service offerings and
committed to ensuring that the live-stream would look and sound better
by working with Boston Light & Sound to install professional cameras
and microphones around the Chapel. The ability to invite Friends to
“join” us virtually in the Chapel has proved especially important as we
have celebrated several significant milestones this year: from our Brother
Sean’s initial profession, to our Brother David Allen’s funeral, to our
Brother Luke’s Ordination and first Eucharist as a priest. It has been a
gift in the midst of trial to be able to share these momentous moments
with our Friends and family.
We cannot wait to welcome you back into our Chapel. In the
meantime, we are delighted to welcome you to join us online, for
streaming worship:
Evensong | Wednesday, Thursday, Friday, 6pm & Sunday, 4pm
Choral Evensong (with anthem & sermon) | Saturday, 6pm
Compline | Tuesday, Thursday, Friday, 8:30pm
Holy Eucharist | Sunday, 9am

ssje.org/chapel

Come, Pray

The series is centered on a weekly 20-minute video and invites
participants to explore and experience diverse prayer practices alongside
the Brothers through joining our regular, live-streamed worship, special
services, and online teachings.
Week 1

February 14

Come Pray... Our Bodies

Week 2

February 21

Come Pray... At Home

Week 3

February 28

Come Pray... the Word

Week 4

March 7

Come Pray... the Psalms

Week 5

March 14

Come Pray... the Sacrament

Week 6

March 21

Come Pray... Silence

Week 7

March 28

Come Pray... Holy Week

We hope that you will join us in Lent 2021. To receive the weekly email,
visit the website and subscribe to “Monastic wisdom for everyday living.”
Come, pray!

ssje.org/comepray

COMMUNITY LIFE

After the last year in which churches around the world have been closed
and congregations scattered, the SSJE Brothers invite you to “Come,
Pray.” Join us in receiving the daily gift of prayer – at home or wherever
you find yourself. Across the weeks of Lent, listen in as Brothers discuss
the rich and varied ways we pray, together in church and in our personal
prayer. Then join us for worship, exploring a rich array of live-streamed
services, culminating in the glories of Holy Week. “Come, pray in me the
prayer I need this day.”
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