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A Letter from the Superior

Dear Friends in Christ, 

One of the things which surprised me when I became the 
Superior in our community was my relationship to the vow 
of Obedience. At our Profession, we promise “to Almighty 
God, and to you my brother, the Superior of the Society of Saint 

John the Evangelist, and to your successors in this office, that I will live in the life-long 
observance of Poverty, Celibacy, and Obedience, according to the Rule of this Society.”
	 As we know, the English word “obedience” comes from the same Latin 
word as “audio,” so that in the monastic tradition, obedience is primarily about 
listening. At times we are called to “be attentive to the voice of the Spirit within our 
hearts.” On other occasions we are challenged by obedience to “let go of attachment 
to our individual preferences and [learn] to trust in the wisdom of the community.” As 
a Brother in the community, it was my experience that there was one Superior. 
Now as Superior, I find that I am constantly challenged to listen to the wisdom 
of the community. In doing so, I find that, as Superior, I have twelve superiors.
	 This relationship between power, authority, and obedience is difficult to 
keep in balance. We know what happens when the authority of some comes at 
the cost of disempowering others. We know too the terrible tragedy that occurs 
“when in the name of obedience human beings have gladly abdicated responsibility and 
taken refuge in passivity and conformity.”
	 It is not an accident that this issue of Cowley is devoted to these connected 
dynamics of power, authority, and obedience. Nor do I believe that it is an 
accident that, in the midst of a worldwide pandemic, these issues have been 
thrust onto center stage. As the pandemic has unmasked many inequalities in 
society, we have seen and experienced what happens when the balance between 
power and empowerment, authority and authoritarianism, obedience and 
listening have resulted in division and dominance rather than reconciliation 
and cooperation.
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	 It is our hope that these reflections, rooted in our monastic tradition of 
obedience, will help in some small way as we practice the art of listening to one 
another deeply, and with open hearts and minds.
	 That kind of deep listening is not, I assure you, simply empty monastic 
talk. It is something we Brothers are engaging in currently as we attempt to 
navigate how best to consider re-opening the Chapel and the Guesthouse. 
Trying to balance the hopes, needs, and concerns of guests, members of our 
congregations, staff, and Brothers is not an easy thing. As we are discovering, 
every decision delights and relieves some, and concerns others. Nor are we 
trying to address concerns about health and safety issues without abdicating 
responsibility or giving way to fear. As we carry on these conversations about 
re-opening, I know we can count on your patience. We ask for your prayers for 
wisdom.
	 I cannot conclude this letter to you without once again expressing our 
gratitude to each of you for your abiding care, support, friendship, and prayers 
over these past challenging months. They have been sources of strength, grace, 
and hope to each of us, and especially to me. We Brothers are enormously 
thankful for the gift of your friendship.
	
	 Please know that just as you pray for us, we pray for you.

James Koester, SSJE
Superior

Faithfully in Christ,



“To lie with my back flat on the fragrant ground is to receive a 
transfusion of the same power that makes the green blade rise.”  
	 – Barbara Brown Taylor, Leaving Church: A Memoir of Faith

“Black Power, in short, is an attitude, an inward affirmation of the 
essential worth of blackness.” 
	 – James H. Cone, Black Theology and Black Power

Power and authority can so easily be misunderstood and misused, not 
only in politics and the workplace, but also in our homes and in our 
congregations. So many of our first-hand experiences tend to be negative 
and sometimes even traumatic. It can be a challenge to find positive role 
models of those who use their power and authority for good. So I commend 
the Brothers for tackling these important questions in this issue of Cowley, 
because we need such wisdom now more than ever. 
	 I am struck by these words in Chapter Fourteen of the SSJE Rule, 
reflecting on “The Office of Superior”:

The benefits of endowing our leader with strong authority are 
great, but so are the demands. We need to be aware of both 
the negative and positive psychological forces that are inevitably 
brought into play wherever authority is strong … only prayer and 
genuine love can sustain him in his office.

	 As followers of Jesus, it is natural for us to turn to Scripture for guidance. 
We might consider the humble man riding a donkey into Jerusalem, who 
shows us a different kind of authority than that of Caesar. How exactly 
will this new Son of David challenge Roman imperial power? And by what 
authority? But we must not forget, even here, that the hosannas coming 
from the crowd include both “negative and positive psychological forces” 
coming into play that will be costly. 
	 We might also meditate on the account from the beloved disciple on 
the last night of Jesus’ life, when he takes a towel and a basin to show his 
followers that the power of love is indeed stronger than the love of power. 
Again he models humble servant-leadership. Perhaps this witness reveals 
how “only prayer and genuine love” sustain all leaders, who are regularly 
tempted to misuse their power by lording it over others. 

A Letter from the FSJ 	 There are also other texts that may be more difficult to integrate with 
these images of servant-leadership. We sing of the “king of kings” and “lord 
of lords” who shall reign forever. What does that mean exactly? We read 
in John’s Apocalypse of the Lamb who is now on a throne. In my close 
work with bishops, I worry sometimes that the accoutrements with which 
we clothe them look a little too regal, and their cathedra may too closely 
resemble a throne. All of this can be a bit confusing and can also unleash 
both “negative and positive psychological forces.” We do well to remember 
that only prayer and genuine love sustain those whom we entrust with 
authority in the work God has given them to do.
	 As a priest, and in particular in my role as Canon to the Ordinary, 
my experience of church people is that we are sometimes more afraid of 
our own power than we are at risk of becoming Machiavellian. Lacking a 
theology of power or a rule of life about leadership, we simply know that 
we don’t want to be grasping for it or consolidating it or using it to coerce 
others. And we surely know that we don’t want those who have power over 
us to be doing those things. Too often, though, we settle for this via negativa, 
and without a via positiva we are vulnerable to those who are more than 
ready to misuse their power and authority whenever given the chance.
	 If we have ever felt powerless, then we know that is not where we want 
to live our lives. Or where God wants us to live our lives. Conversely, if 
we have ever felt empowered to do more than we previously could ask or 
imagine, it’s hard not to recognize that this is a gift from the holy, living 
God. The transfusion of power that Barbara Brown Taylor speaks about 
and the inward affirmation of human dignity that James Cone speaks about 
seem to be gifts from the Holy Spirit. 
	 This issue of Cowley is therefore quite timely, as we begin to discern 
what lies ahead after a global pandemic. As a longtime member of the 
Fellowship of Saint John, I am always grateful for the wisdom and courage 
and leadership of the Brothers as we continue that journey, with God’s 
help. 

The Rev. Dr. Richard Simpson serves as Canon to the 
Ordinary in the Diocese of Western Massachusetts, a 
position he has held since 2013. Prior to that he served 
for fifteen years as the rector of St. Francis Church in 
Holden, MA. Rich was received into the Fellowship of St. 
John in 2006. He and his wife, Hathy, live in Worcester. 
They have two grown sons, Graham and James, who 
both live in New Jersey. 



I stood patiently by the door, waiting 
to be told where to sit. I saw all my 
Brothers take what I thought was their 
designated seat. It was my first time at 
“rounds” (what we Brothers call our 

daily morning meeting: that time where all the Brothers are in the same 
room at the same time to talk over the day’s business face-to-face).
	 I kept waiting to be told where to sit. I felt like a stray dog who had just 
been adopted days before, trying to figure out the ways of the household, 
not wanting to cause a stir, just looking to obey. Eventually I realized no one 
was going to tell me where to sit, and so I just sat down in an empty chair. I 
kept waiting for one of my elder Brothers to look at me and explain kindly 
but firmly that I was sitting in a chair that another Brother had been sitting 
in for longer than I had been alive. Luckily that never happened. 
	 I went through thousands of moments like that in my early days as a 
Postulant: long moments of waiting for someone with authority to swoop 
in and tell me exactly what to do. It took me a long time to realize that was 
not the way authority was exercised at SSJE. Those in power were not going 
to tell me where to sit. Instead, those in authority were focused on having 
a productive morning meeting and getting through the day. This was a big 
difference from the days back when Novices had their mail read. 
	 I am not joking! If you were to go for a walk down the corridor of our 
Enclosure, you’d see that exactly one cell has a mail slot built into its door. 
Many decades ago – back when the Novice Guardian was called the Novice 
Master – all Novices had to put their outgoing mail through that mail slot 

Jack Crowley, n/SSJE

Slow & Steady
A Novice’s View of 
Power & Authority

for the Novice Master to read and approve. Can’t you just imagine a crusty 
old Novice Master reading a Novice’s letters home by candlelight? 
	 Having our mail read sounds creepy to us nowadays, even kind of illegal, 
but at some point in time, someone in power at SSJE decided it was a good 
idea. I am sure they had their reasons, and those reasons made enough sense 
for them to institute a practice we would consider unacceptable today. Now 
that quaint, out-of-place mail slot is just a relic of decisions made by those in 
power decades ago. 
	 Nowadays, when I walk by that mail slot, I think to myself: is there 
anything we are doing now that will be unacceptable decades in the future? 
Is there anything we can do now to prevent such unacceptable overreaches 
of power from happening? Those are difficult questions to answer – and 
dangerous questions to ignore. Such questions cannot be answered with 
silence; they require discussion.
	 As much as monasteries are known for their silence, behind closed 
doors they host a lot of discussions. This was one of the biggest surprises 
for me when I moved in here. I was amazed how much and how often 
things were discussed. Food, liturgy, housekeeping, electric cars, dogs, 
intimacy, cabinets, apps … Honestly, these are all topics of discussions I 
have participated in as a monk.
	 Some of the discussions I have participated in at SSJE have been tense, 
some have been hilarious, some have been painfully boring, some could 
have just been an email, but most have had that familiar Anglican via 
media vibe of slow and steady progress. Most of our discussions end with us 
figuring out when we will resume that same discussion again. This attitude 
of eternal discussion mixed with silence is a keystone of our monastic life. 
In my experience, that attitude is the best way to ensure that power and 
authority are exercised in a proper way within a community – and missteps 
like the mail slot are prevented.

It took me a long time to realize that was not 
the way authority was exercised at SSJE.



	 As important as discussions are, if they are not followed up with action, 
then they are meaningless. Anybody can talk a good game in the locker room 
or think they’ve solved the world’s problems over drinks in a bar, but if 
they cannot follow through, then they will lose credibility. Accountability is 
essential to a community’s wellbeing. This is just as true for those in power 
as it is for us in our personal lives. 
	 One thing I have learned as a Novice is the importance of ruthlessly 
examining myself. Living with twelve Brothers in lockdown for the past 
year has forced me carefully to weigh all my actions, words, and thoughts. I 
have had to own my own power over what I do and say, as well as my own 
influence over what I think. I have seen the harm a stray remark can do or 
the hole of negativity I can dig in my mind with resentment. Continually 
discussing what I am thinking, feeling, and doing with God is my best chance 
at exercising correctly whatever power I have in my own life.
	 I encourage you to thoroughly interrogate yourself and examine what 
power and authority you have within your own life and over others. Share 
what you find with God and with someone close to you. One of the best and 
the worst parts of being close to someone is how they can see you in ways you 
cannot see yourself. Use that to your advantage. 
	 We live in a time desperate for healing and reopening: a time full of 
chances to do old things in new ways; a time when we have seen the good – 
and evil – that can be perpetrated by those with power. It is our responsibility 
as Christians to use this time wisely and to the best of our abilities. 
	 I write these words in the middle of my third Holy Week at SSJE, our 
second Holy Week during the pandemic. Our Chapel has a maximum 
capacity of around 150 people. That means there is a lot of empty space 

when it is just my dozen Brothers 
and I in the Chapel. Whenever I feel 
the crushing weight of all that empty 
space, I look up at the livestream 
camera mounted on the grille and 
I think of the hundreds of people 
worshipping with us. I think of all 
that we have been through this last 
year and how good it will feel to be 
together again. And then I believe 
that, by some slow and steady 
progress, we will come through this 
stronger, more hopeful, and more 
resilient than we were when it began. 
God bless. 

“A g reat deal  of  our pol it ics,  our 
ecclesiastical life, often our personal life as 
well, is dominated by the assumption that 
everything would be all right, if only some 
people would go away.” 

– Rowan Williams, The Way of Benedict 

Of course, other people are not 
going to “go away”! But there has been, throughout history, this continual 
assumption, at least in politics, that if you gain enough power, you can 
effectively make these other people whom you dislike or fear, disappear, 
through systematically disempowering them, disenfranchising them, or at the 
most extreme, ethnically cleansing them. For the Christian, all such attempts 
to make other people “go away,” are essentially sinful and a gross abuse 
of power. For the Christian, every single person is a beloved child of God 
“fearfully and wonderfully made” (Psalm 139:14). For the Christian, power 
and authority are given to us by God in trust, for the building of God’s 
Kingdom on earth. In God’s Kingdom everyone is important, because our 
faith teaches us to see the face of Jesus in the face of every person, however 
unlike me they are. “Truly I tell you, just as you did it to one of the least of 
these who are members of my family, you did it to me” (Matthew 25:40).
	 Six and a half years ago, my beloved Brother and bishop Tom Shaw SSJE 
died. I miss his wisdom and his humor. He was a complex man, but what 
I most admired about him was how he used the power and authority given 
him as a bishop for the building of God’s Kingdom of justice and truth, 
where every person is beloved of God. I would say that all Tom’s passion for 
justice had its source in this vision. He saw that every single individual had 
been wonderfully created in the image of God. And anything which stopped 
them becoming more fully the person God made them to be, from reaching 
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their full glory, was not just unjust but sinful. He saw it as sinful to have even 
one beautiful life stunted or blighted or wiped out because of that person’s 
race, gender, sexual orientation, class, vulnerability, or disability. That is 
the kind of society Tom tried to build. It is the kind of society famously 
expressed by Gandhi: “The true measure of any society can be found in how 
it treats its most vulnerable members.”
	 “A great deal of our politics, our ecclesiastical life, often our personal life as 
well, is dominated by the assumption that everything would be all right if only some 
people would go away.” But it is not just the political and ecclesiastical who 
are challenged by those people who won’t go away. Each one of us lives in 
various circles of society, whether they be our family, our community, or our 
place of work, and I bet that each one of us can think of at least one person 
who annoys or irritates us, and whom we sometimes wish would just simply 
go away! If we are trying to follow Jesus Christ, our challenge is to use the 
power that we have been given to build up community and not break it 
down, to learn how to live with the other rather than trying to exclude them 
and wishing they would just disappear. 
	 In the New Testament, the letters of Saint Paul witness to the struggles 
he faced as a church leader trying to build up Christian communities 
that were so often filled with angry quarreling, rivalry, and division. Paul 
constantly used his authority as an apostle to try to bring healing and 
reconciliation to communities where two parties were fighting each other. 
Division and quarreling were not the way of Christ, and Paul’s struggle to 
heal and to mend relationships caused him huge stress and sadness, but 
also often resulted in some of the most beautifully irenic words in all of 
Scripture. I love to read slowly and prayerfully these lovely words written to 
the divided church in Colossae: “As God’s chosen ones, holy and beloved, 
clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, meekness, and 
patience. Bear with one another and, if anyone has a complaint against you, 
forgive each other; just as the Lord has forgiven you, so you also must forgive. 
Above all, clothe yourselves with love, which binds everything together in 
perfect harmony. And let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts, to which 
indeed you were called in the one body. And be thankful” (Colossians 
3:12-15). 

Our challenge is to use the power 
that we have been given to build up 
community and not break it down ...

	 As we Brothers strive to live together in religious community we look 
for guidance not just to Scripture but also to Saint Benedict. As the father 
of Western Monasticism and patron saint of Europe, Benedict speaks with 
great authority in his famous Rule as to how Christian communities can live 
together in love. His wisdom is not just for monks and nuns, but for all who 
seek to live in faithfulness to one another. Rowan Williams, in his splendid 
book The Way of Benedict distills the wisdom of the Rule of Saint Benedict 
in a remarkable way, applying it to all who seek to live in harmony and 
respect with others. His insights apply especially to those whom we dislike 
and might prefer not to have around us. Right at the heart of the Rule is the 
uncomfortable truth that the one I find difficult, the one whose “unyielding 
difference” irritates and annoys me, may actually be a gift of God, for my 
conversion – they are the one who will ultimately be my best teacher. (Of 
course, Benedict is also clear that certain kinds of behavior are unacceptable, 
and that the offender, if unrepentant, would ultimately be asked to leave 
the community. None of us should tolerate the one who threatens or 
oppresses us.) But the Benedictine understanding of holiness is bound up 
with a habitual acceptance of the otherness of even those who have made the 
same commitments as us. So instead of imagining that everything in our 
life would be all right if only Brother X would go away, we are challenged by 
Benedict to see in the one who irritates or angers us by their difference, an 
agent of our ongoing transformation in Christ.
	 Saint Paul and Saint Benedict used their considerable authority to 
build up Christian community and to shape adult persons in the likeness 
of Christ. Their model of course was Christ himself. Christ knew that 
the Father had given everything into his hands, had endowed him with 
extraordinary power. But how he chose to express that authority was by 
kneeling down to wash his disciples’ feet. This is the model which Jesus gives 
us. In Philippians, Saint Paul writes, “Let the same mind be in you that was 
in Christ Jesus, who though he was in the form of God … emptied himself, 
taking the form of a slave, being born in human likeness. And being found 
in human form, humbled himself and became obedient to the point of 
death, even death upon the cross” (2:7-8). Paul then urges his readers, “Do 
nothing then from selfish ambition or conceit, but in humility regard others 



as better than yourselves” (2:3). What a 
challenge, to regard others as “better 
than ourselves!” Rather than wishing that 
those who are not like us would go away, 
the Gospel challenges us that we should 
instead honor and serve them. This is 
such a reversal of the world’s values that it 
takes our breath away! Those who are not 
like us, whom we may try to ignore, or to 
hide, or to silence or to blatantly oppress, 
“the poor who cry out in distress, and the 
oppressed who have no helper,” they are 
to be our teachers (Psalm 72). We are to 
honor and serve the most vulnerable in 
our land, and regard them as better than 
ourselves. 
	 “A great deal of our politics, our 
ecclesiastical life, often our personal life 
as well, is dominated by the assumption 
that everything would be all right, if only 
some people would go away.” This same 
assumption seems to have deeply infected 
our country and our politics during the 
turmoil of these past years of divisiveness 
and partisanship. But this desire that 
certain people should just go away seems 
so contrary to the spirit of welcome and 
sanctuary which has always been part of 
our nation’s history. Christ challenges us 
to look again at the one for whom we feel 
antipathy, the one who is not like us, the 
one who irritates or annoys us. Perhaps 
in fact they are a gift to us from God. 
Perhaps, as we obsess over the speck in 
their eye, they may actually help us to see 
the plank in our own eye! 

Howard Thurman, the great African-
American teacher and pastor, wrote 
extensively on what Jesus said “to those 
who stand with their backs against the 
wall: the poor, the disinherited, and 

the dispossessed.”1 Thurman drew his inspiration from Jesus, who grew 
up in poverty. Because of their race and religion, Jesus’ people had for 
decades been cruelly subjugated by the oppression and discrimination of 
the Roman Empire. For his first thirty years, Jesus would also have faced 
the ignominy of his own birth. Either he was born to a mother out of 
wedlock; or his mother and father, Mary and Joseph, were fabulous liars 
and blasphemers; or both parents were mentally unsound. How could 
this be, the “miraculous” story of Jesus’ birth? Jesus faced prejudice and 
persecution from the very beginning of his life. 

	 When Jesus finds his voice, one word recurs in Jesus’ speech and 
actions: power. People would ask, “Where did he get all this power?” 
because Jesus teemed with power.2 In the end, as Jesus was coming down 
from the Mount of Olives, “the whole multitude of the disciples began to 
praise God joyfully with a loud voice for all the deeds of power that they 
had seen” (Luke 19:37).  And his departing words were about power: “You 
will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you; and you will be 
my witnesses … to the ends of the earth” (Acts of the Apostles 1:8). Power. 

1	 Howard Thurman (1899-1991) in Jesus and the Disinherited. Thurman 
was a dynamic preacher, prolific author, and Dean of Marsh Chapel at Boston 
University 1953-1965.

2	 Matthew 13:54, 26:64; Mark 6:2, 14:62; Luke 6:19; John 1:12.
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	 Christianity without power is like a country club for nice manners and 
good taste. Christianity is about engaging the powers and facing the needs of 
this world with the power and provision of God. We are inheritors of what 
Saint Paul calls “resurrection power” in the here-and-now. Annie Dillard 
writes, “Why do people in church seem like cheerful, brainless tourists on 
a packaged tour…? We should all be wearing crash helmets. Ushers should 
issue life preservers and signal flares; they should lash us to our pews.”3 We 
have been created by the power of God to know and mediate the power of 
God (John 12:12-14). An inspiring way to read the Scriptures is through the 
lens of power. In virtually every page of the Bible, there is a supernatural 
manifestation of power, the intervention or infusion of God’s power in 
everyday life. And yet, power, without an acknowledgment of its source and 
its end, is simply privilege unrecognized by the beholder but patently obvious 
to the dispossessed. Howard Thurman writes, “too often the weight of the 
Christian movement has been on the side of the strong and the powerful, 
and against the weak and oppressed – this, despite the gospel.” 

Consider Jesus’ promise of power.

•	Learn from the poor. Many years ago I was a social worker in Chicago. 
All of those whom our agency served were economically destitute and 
chronically or terminally ill. I came into their homes to disburse help – 
with finances, health care access, and legal advocacy – however I soon 
discovered I was their pupil, being taught about courage, integrity, 

3	 From Annie Dillard’s Teaching a Stone to Talk: Expeditions and Encounters 
(40-41). Annie Dillard won the Pulitzer Prize for non-fiction in 1975 and in 2014 
received the National Humanities Medal.

We all can do something to change the 
balance of life’s distribution of resources.

kindness, joy, hope, laughter, perseverance. When virtually everything had 
been stripped away in life, what remained in these beautiful people was 
the real deal. Who is someone labeled by society as “poor” from whom 
you can learn? Look to them, listen to them, and find how they tap God’s 
power to live.

•	Meet the poor. Find a setting where you are on level ground with those 
labeled as poor. Sharing a meal or a cup of coffee with someone can 
help enormously in breaking down the dividing wall of separation and 
segregation. Jesus preaches one gospel to the rich and poor alike, and we 
will be impoverished if those of us with privilege are living only our version 
of the gospel. Sitting at table with another person is rich fare, and can 
open the shared experience of solidarity.

•	Face the poverty of fear. As much as Jesus speaks about power, he also 
acknowledges the reality of our frequent human experience of fear, being 
disempowered. “You need not be afraid,” he promised us – a way of 
acknowledging just how often we are. Howard Thurman says that “fear is 
one of the persistent hounds of hell that dog the footsteps of the poor, the 
dispossessed, the disinherited. Fears are of many kinds – fear of objects, 
fear of people, fear of the future, fear of nature, fear of the unknown, fear 
of old age, fear of disease, and fear of life itself.” Fear is an indiscriminate 
poverty. We all have our own version of the poverty caused by fear. If you 
know something about fear, your heart has been broken open to have 
space for so many, many other people – near and far – who are acquainted 
with this “hound.” Pray with them, pray for them, and pray for yourself 
Jesus’ promise and power: that we need not be afraid. Having a prayer 
partner or partners to pray about fear – your fear; others’ fear – is a very 
powerful experience. Take Jesus at his word: “For where two or three are 
gathered in my name, I am there among them” (Matthew 18:20). We need 
not be afraid.

•	Do something more. None of us can do everything, but we all can do 
something to change the balance of life’s distribution of resources. God 
has given you power to make a world of difference, at least to someone. 
There’s only one way we can discover the truth in Jesus’ words, “It is 
more blessed to give than to receive.” By giving. Giving is powerful; giving 
empowers – us and others.

•	Do something less. At the Monastery, in our corporate confession of sin, 
“we repent of the evil that enslaves us, the evil we have done, and the evil 
done on our behalf.” In your own lifestyle, how might you be colluding, 



even unwittingly, with structures and practices that come at untenable 
cost to those who are least, or last, or lost? A great teacher for you will 
be someone experiencing “poverty” in some form and with whom 
you disagree. You can meet them, ad infinitum, online, if not next 
door. Listen to them inquisitively. I’m not suggesting you must agree 
with them. But find out what it is they want, and need, and why? 
William Temple, sometime Archbishop of Canterbury, said: “In our 
dealings with one another, let us be more eager to understand those 
who differ from us than either to refute them or to press upon them 
our own tradition. Whenever there are differences which persist, 
there is sure to be something of value on both sides.”4 Learning from 
someone who is “other” to us will open up our life, liberating us from 
the confines of our limited life experience. 

•	Give up your fear. I am not suggesting you deny or disregard your 
fear. To the contrary. Claim your fear, and make it an offering. Your 
fear is one thing that God does not have – unless you give it to God. 
Your offering of fear will be transformed by God into power. You 
may be visited by fear that comes at you from “out there”: in the 
present, or from the past, or for the future. Your fear may also come 
from within you, your sequestered feelings that you are insufficient 
or inferior. This internal fear about our own power is like a smoking 
fire that is begging to be vented. Nelson Mandela said, “Our deepest 
fear is not that we are inadequate. Our deepest fear is that we are 
powerful beyond measure. It is our light, not our darkness, that most 
frightens us … We were born to make manifest the glory of God that 
is within us … As we let our own light shine, we unconsciously give 
other people permission to do the same. As we are liberated from 
our own fear, our presence automatically liberates others.”5 Make fear 
your offering to God.

God’s power in us is real and boundless; however, God will not empower 
us to such a degree that we do not need God. There is also more: more that 
we need, and more that God will supply. Saint Paul writes, “We have this 
treasure in clay jars, so that it may be made clear that this extraordinary 
power belongs to God and does not come from us” (2 Corinthians 4:7). 
God is giving you power … and there is always more. 

4	 William Temple (1881-1944), Archbishop of Canterbury 1942-1944.
5	 Nelson Mandela (1918-2013), 1994 Inaugural Speech as President of 

South Africa.

Your offering of fear 
will be transformed 
by God into power.
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Authority
in the Kingdom of God

In the Kingdom of God, authority is 
wielded paradoxically: by way of selfless 
surrender and service to others, as Jesus 
exemplified when he washed the feet of 
his disciples. Authority not based on 

this model very often leads to suffering and, at worst, leads to great injustices. 
As Christians, we are called to weigh carefully the models of authority to 
which we look for guidance, as well to assess those that dwell in our own 
hearts. In this article, I want to explore a perhaps unexpected source of 
wisdom on authority: the archetypes of Carl Jung. Jungian archetypes can 
teach us about the nature of true authority in Christ.

	 In the early twentieth century, Carl Jung contributed the idea of 
archetypes to modern psychology. According to Jung, archetypes are images 
and themes that run deeply through our culture and psyches, which help to 
subconsciously shape our sense of identity, our desires, and our beliefs. Jung 
and his later students explored many possible archetypes; the primary ones 
for our purposes here are the Ruler and the Tyrant.

	 Our inner Ruler expresses itself in a healthy manner when we serve 
something other than our ego. Otherwise, we become Tyrants, using 
whatever small or great power we possess to elevate the sense of our own 
worth and importance. We don’t have to look very far to see examples of 
Tyrant leaders. Unfortunately, most people who strive to gain power, even 
for ostensibly good reasons, tend to place the needs of their egos above the 
needs of those they are meant to serve. 

	 In our own lives – perhaps in small ways – we too can easily fall prey to 
the narcissism of our inner Tyrant. We might at first recoil at the suggestion 

that we qualify as narcissists, eager to instead point a finger at someone else 
who portrays an egregious example. However, even if we don’t outwardly 
exaggerate our own importance or worth, or subjugate others, there are 
more subtle ways in which we make everything “about us.” For example, 
someone who is depressed might have a thought like “everyone hates me.” 
Believing that thought to be true requires the depressed person to assume 
for themselves a central and all-consuming importance, one typically realized 
when challenged: “Really, everyone hates you?”

	 Whether subtle or overt, our strong tendency to constrict our attention 
around the needs of our ego – at the expense of others – will bring out our 
inner Tyrant. We will use whatever power we have, trivial or otherwise, to 
manipulate others, cause others to suffer for our selfishness, and deny the 
reality of others’ suffering. This tendency is not because we are evil, or wish 
to behave in tyrannical ways. Rather, these behavior patterns can stem from 
our fear and our need to protect ourselves from wounds received in the past. 

	 Yet we can make a different 
choice. Instead of falling prey to the 
lure of the Tyrant, we can embrace 
our wise and benevolent internal 
Ruler. Jesus said “My food is to do 
the will of him who sent me and 
to complete his work” (John 4:34). 
Following the Way of Jesus, we learn 
that our own nourishment, too, 
comes from submitting to God’s 
will. It’s only in this way that we 
will find our inner Ruler. The more 
completely we surrender to God’s 
will, the more our inner authority 
will reflect the truth of who we are 
in Christ. When our self-surrender 
is complete, we die to our false 
selves, leaving only our True Self: 
our identity in Christ. When we act 
in unity with our identity in Christ, 
God’s authority is acting through us 
in world.

	 From a worldly perspective, this 
sounds completely backwards. Our 



egos might strongly object to this strategy by insisting that in order to claim 
authority we shouldn’t be surrendering to anything. Authority seems to 
be the opposite of surrender. Any act of surrender, let alone “dying to our 
selves,” appears weak and foolish in the eyes of the world. But we are called 
to look with the eyes of faith. Consider the words of Saint Paul: “But God 
chose what is foolish in the world to shame the wise; God chose what is 
weak in the world to shame the strong; God chose what is low and despised 
in the world, things that are not, to reduce to nothing things that are, so 
that no one might boast in the presence of God” (1 Corinthians 1:27-29).

	 Allowing ourselves to rest in God’s Kingdom inverts worldly values. A 
Tyrant seizes power over others; a Ruler uses power in service of others. A 
Tyrant claims authority by fear and domination; a Ruler discovers authority 
in the ground of love and compassion. A Tyrant demands to be served by 
those in their sway; a Ruler considers how they may be of service to those in 
need. As followers of Jesus, our authority can never be wielded by our small, 
ego-driven selves – that is the way of the Tyrant. Instead, our authority must 
be God’s own authority, realized when we recognize our oneness with God 
in Christ.

	 On our journey following Jesus along the path of cross, death, and 
resurrection, we must be willing to encounter our inner Tyrant, and we 
must be willing to let this part die before we can rise with Christ as our True 
Self. In truth, this is simply an act of remembering what we’ve somehow 
forgotten: that who we truly are is who we’ve been all along. We are one 
with God, resting in God’s Kingdom. 

	 One of the hardest elements of this journey is claiming those parts of 
us that we keep hidden from ourselves, whether by denial, by repression, or 
by false subconscious beliefs. And while we might cringe at recognizing the 
inner Tyrant who dwells within our hearts, the truth is that many of us find it 
just as hard to recognize our inner light. We find it extremely hard to accept 
our Oneness with God, our infinite beauty and preciousness.

	 Yet it is essential that we recognize this fundamental truth of our being, 
if only because the most reliable way to bring out the Tyrant is to harbor a 
deep feeling of insecurity and inadequacy about ourselves. If we deny our 
sacred identity made in God’s image and likeness, we can often develop 
habits of thought, feeling, and behavior that either support false premises 
of worthlessness or attempt to prop us up, by constantly trying to prove our 
worth or create security. All this psychological and spiritual effort results 
in more suffering both for ourselves and others. The only way out of this 
pattern of suffering is to surrender to God so thoroughly that the truth 
becomes obvious: just as Jesus was, so too we are God’s Beloved, and with us 
God is well pleased (Mark 1:9-11). When we know this to be true, only then 
can the lies and false beliefs we hold about ourselves and others die, and we 
can we rest in the peace and joy of Christ’s resurrection. 

	 This is hard work. We might not relish the idea of surrendering all to 
God if our entire lives have felt like a war, with surrender not being an option. 
Yet this fear of surrender is only another lie in a system based primarily on 
lies, built on beliefs that deny our inherent goodness and falsehoods that 
deny our “enoughness,” encouraging us to fearfully wield power in the world 
so that we will feel safe and in control. 

	 But there’s another way, the Way of Jesus. Jesus said the Kingdom of 
God is near, very, very near, but he never promised repentance would be 
easy (Mark 1:14-15). Repentance – a fundamental change in the way we 
see ourselves, God, and others – is difficult, but this is the only way to 
true healing and transformation. In this world that can often seem to be 
overflowing with Tyrants, we are called to find the inner authority of the just 
Ruler, to claim an authority based on God’s will being done, not ours. 

	 Committing to the Way of Jesus means we must practice resting in the 
stillness of God, courageously facing whatever shadows our inner journey 
may unveil. We can trust that God will be there for us every step of the way, 
supporting us with love and compassion. And as we leave ourselves receptive 
to the healing power of God’s grace, the sense of who we are shifts, leaving 
the Tyrant’s lies behind, until we recognize our True Self in Christ. Letting 
God’s will unfold through us, we in our servanthood can share with others 
the peace and joy of Christ. 



Following the death of our beloved 
Brother David Allen last summer, I 
became the senior member of our 
brotherhood – both in years of age 
and in years in the Society. My Brother 
Superior James Koester dubbed me the 

“Brother of collective memory.” 

	 Over the thirty-seven years that I have been in the Society, I’ve 
come to see how entirely our particular monastic vocation – vowed love, 
community life, and service – is rooted in the baptismal vocation shared by 
all Christians. Perhaps this is one reason why so many people are able to find 
transformative wisdom in our monastic Rule of Life. We created this text to 
shape, inform, and inspire our community quite specifically. Yet by God’s 
grace, its reach has proved far more expansive. Over and over again, we hear 
how others have found illumination for their lives in the same forty-nine 
chapters that shape ours. 

	 In this spirit, I’d like to offer here a collection of some of the teachings 
from our Rule of Life which have most struck and stayed with me over 
decades of living and learning with this text. Of all its many topics, the Rule 
is particularly rich in its teachings navigating the challenges and rewards of 
life in community. These teachings point the way ahead for all of us who are 
trying to live together in recognition of the fact that we are bound to one 
another by Christ’s loving authority.

Worldly Power

The nature of power in our culture and world can only be described as 
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Bound Together
by Christ’s Loving Authority

paradoxical. Our Rule recognizes that the exercise of so-called “worldly” 
power – political, economic, and social – readily tends to greed, self-
aggrandizement, indifference to the needs of others, and thence to 
exploitation, oppression, and violence:

A culture which ‘defines human beings primarily as consumers … gives prestige 
to those who have the power to indulge themselves in luxury and waste’ (Chapter 
7, Poverty and Stewardship in Practice). 

Human ‘vulnerability to the “cosmic powers of this present darkness” … isolate[s] 
us from God and one another’ (Chapter 21, The Mystery of Prayer).

God’s Power

By contrast, consider the life of the Christian community: 

The shared ministry of ‘varied gifts…bear witness to the living power of Christ 
and extend his salvation’ (Chapter 1, The Call of the Society). 

‘Love [of Christ] will open our eyes to the Spirit’s power in the sacraments, in 
prayer, in action and service’  (Chapter 2, Our Dedication to the Disciple 
whom Jesus Loved). 

Love of Christ will open our eyes 
to the Spirit’s power 



As a ‘movement towards simplicity puts us at odds 
with our culture … we are committed to advocacy 
for the poor, and the struggle to restore to them 
their just share of power and the bounty of God’ 
(Chapter 7, Poverty and Stewardship in 
Practice). 

While ‘privileged by our education, our access 
to power and our material security’ (Chapter 
6, The Spirit of Poverty), the mystery of 
God’s transforming power made manifest in 
human weakness will lead us to acknowledge 
our human powerlessness and ‘put [our] 
trust entirely in God’ (Chapter 7, Poverty and 
Stewardship in Practice). 

Vowed Living & Obedience

All authority  exercised in Christ ian 
community has its sole source in God and 
faith in Jesus. We acknowledge and commit 
ourselves to this authority in the vows – the 
renunciations of evil and the adhesions to 
Christ – of Holy Baptism: 

Do you renounce Satan and all the 
spiritual forces of wickedness that rebel 
against God?

	 A: I renounce them. 	

Do you renounce the evil powers of this 
world which corrupt and destroy the 
creatures of God?

	 A: I renounce them. 	

Do you renounce all sinful desires that 
draw you from the love of God?

	 A: I renounce them. 	

Do you turn to Jesus Christ and accept 
him as your Savior?

Remember who you are as a human being 
by doing nothing.

	 A: I do. 	

Do you put your whole trust in his grace and love?

	 A: I do.

Do you promise to follow and obey him as your Lord?

	 A: I do.

These vows of Baptism are binding on all faithful Christians and as such 
are the foundation for the religious vows of poverty, chastity/celibacy, and 
obedience. Thus the vows of Baptism undergird and define the breadth and 
limits of any exercise of authority in the Body of Christ. 

The vow of obedience in particular governs the complementarity of power 
and authority for followers of Jesus:

‘The vow of obedience is fraught with risks. In the name of obedience human 
beings have gladly abdicated responsibility and taken refuge in passivity and 
conformity. Unless our obedience is in the Spirit we could be tempted to use the 
life of the community as a shelter from claiming and using our own responsibility 
and power as [children] of God. The vow of obedience requires us to be constantly 
attentive to the voice of the Spirit within our hearts, endowing us with our own 
unique authority and gifts. We are called to be obedient to our true selves as they 
are being formed in Christ. Only where there is a growing respect for our true 
selves can there be authentic participation in the community’s common endeavor 
to discern and carry out God’s will’ (Chapter 12, The Spirit of Obedience).

‘On our own we are powerless to act in selfless freedom in response to God’s 
desire. Obedience is only possible because Christ dwells in us and we dwell in him 
through Baptism’ (Chapter 12, The Spirit of Obedience). 

‘Grace makes it possible for our obedience to one another to transcend mere 
acquiescence and to express instead the power of [mutual] love and unity’ 
(Chapter 13, Obedience in Practice).

Authority

The Rule reveals how much mutual love and unity are bound up with 
power and authority in the chapters surrounding the Office of Superior. 
While those outside a monastic community will not have a “Superior” in 
their lives, they will certainly know what it is to have others in positions of 
authority over them, and how that relationship can be one of growth for 
both parties.



‘The professed brothers elect one of their number who they believe has the necessary 
gifts of the Spirit to lead the Society. The community, faithful to our tradition and 
vocation that calls for strong leadership, entrusts authority to him which he exercises 
… as the servant of all’ … ‘The Superior is empowered to distribute leadership 
and share administration throughout the community by choosing the officers and 
allocating specific areas of responsibility to the brothers’ (Chapter 14, The Office 
of Superior). 

‘In [their] cooperation with the Superior [the brothers] should arrive through 
discussion at a full understanding of [any] response or task that is being proposed 
and pledge [themselves] to full accountability. If difficulties occur in following 
through on any project [they] should promptly consult with him so that the goal can 
be realistically reset. [They] should observe the same standard of cooperation and 
accountability in [their] response to any brother who has been given authority in any 
sphere’ (Chapter 13, Obedience in Practice).

‘The benefits of endowing our leader with strong authority are great, but so are the 
demands. We need to be aware of both the negative and positive psychological forces 
that are inevitably brought into play wherever authority is strong. The Superior 
can be overwhelmed by the number of expectations placed upon him. He will not 
be equally gifted in meeting them all and will fall short through his own weakness. 
Only prayer and genuine love can sustain him in his office. The brothers shall 
frequently call upon God to give our leader the graces needed for his ministry day by 
day, and to show them how to support and cherish him’ (Chapter 14, The Office 
of Superior). 

Mutual Support 

No examination of the dynamics of power and authority in community could 
be complete without considering the rich admonitions to Mutual Support 
and Encouragement in Chapter 43 of the SSJE Rule of Life:

‘Each day brings fresh opportunities to fulfill the commandment of Christ, “that you 
love one another as I have loved you.” We need one another’s support at times of 
special stress, disappointment and weakness, but we also need it as the daily bread 
of our life together…

‘Honest and direct communication help us strengthen one another. We create the 
setting for mutual disclosure about how we are experiencing our life in regular 
meetings … In these, and our other sessions for planning and discussion, we are 
called to engage one another openly…

‘And we seek to sustain a climate of courtesy in which each of us receives assurance 
day by day that he is appreciated. We need to be generous in expressing delight in 
one another’s achievements…

‘Like Jesus, we will be especially attentive to those who could easily become isolated 
or overlooked. Newcomers to our life, the older brothers, those who are in pain from 
illness, sorrow or spiritual trial, have particular claims on our hearts…

‘Above all, we are to open our hearts to any brother with whom we are in conflict…
communities of love are special targets of evil forces. These forces will tempt us to 
defer reconciliation, or even to pretend that the fabric of our common life has not 
been torn … the Spirit of the crucified and risen Christ spurs us to seek out the 
one from whom we feel estranged in order to establish communion with him again 
through a mutual change of heart.’

It is our joy, as Brothers, to respond together – and with others – in loving 
obedience to God’s authority. I hope that these passages will encourage you 
in your own response to God’s call, as you live out the vows of your baptismal 
covenant in your own communities. 

Each day brings fresh opportunities to fulfill 
the commandment of Christ, “that you love 

one another as I have loved you.”.”



SSJE’s life and work has been made possible 
by those who have been nourished and inspired 
by its ministry. The Legacy Society is a tool 
for responsible stewardship of future witness. 
It promises stability for the long term. This 
undergirding support ensures that the next 
generation may be reached, inspired, and 
transformed by the Gospel, through the work 
and witness of SSJE.

Currently there are approximately 120 
members of SSJE’s Legacy Society. As a 
stabilizing stone in SSJE’s foundation, a 
Legacy gift is not so much a gift to the Brothers 
as it is to those who follow, those whom SSJE’s 
ministry will nurture. It is a gift which leaves 
a mark of love on lives.

Please consider the impact SSJE has had 
in your life, and if a Legacy Gift may be 
something you would like to include in your 
own estate planning.

Your Partnership in the  
Legacy Society

“Our modest gift through our 
wills only begins to represent 
the value of our relationship 

with SSJE. Through the 
Brothers’ ministry we are 
inspired, challenged, and 

equipped for our life in Christ.”

The
Legacy  
Society 

of SSJE

For more information 
please contact legacy@ssje.org
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The Brothers thank those who remember SSJE in their legacy planning.

* We pray for our departed 
Friends. “Eternal rest grant 
unto them, O Lord. And 
let the perpetual light shine 
upon them.”



The Guesthouse has a different kind of silence with the absence 
of in-person guests. Our ministry of hospitality changed with the 
pandemic, yet the Guesthouse remains a center of welcome, retreat, 
and renewal. With added cameras, lights, and screens, we continue to 
meet with groups and individuals for spiritual formation and support 
as companions on the faith journey.

	 We have experimented with new formats including a weekly 
student small group and monthly gatherings for the Fellowship of 
Saint John on Zoom. Instead of addressing a group of 15 or 60 at the 
Monastery, Br. David taught a class on praying through the Gospel 
of John to hundreds on YouTube Premiere during Lent. The class 
included icons and images and an interactive comment section. Instead 
of inviting guests to gaze at beauty while walking in our neighborhood, 
Br. Luke took short videos of the river, snow, and even goats and a 
turtle at Emery House, and incorporated them into his Embodied 
Prayer program using the online learning platform Teachable. 

	 We appreciate the new possibilities for shared presence and 
connection, whatever the format or size. Being with each other online – 
including smiling faces, outstretched hands, and a cacophonous Lord’s 
Prayer – is a gift and blessing. We are thankful to meet many who have 
never visited SSJE in person, and to reconnect with many who have 
visited previously from near and far.

	 We long to greet you in the Guesthouse and share this space in 
person. Even when we do, we anticipate offering programs online. As 
we keep adapting to the present moment, join us to refresh and deepen 
your prayer. We remain grateful to welcome you as our guests. Please 
read program descriptions and register at www.SSJE.org/programs. 

A Different Kind of Silence
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On May 1, we Brothers celebrated our Patronal Festival, Saint John’s 
Day. Those who have attended these services in the past will know 
that Saint John’s Day is one of the highlights of the year here at the 
Monastery. It’s often a lovely spring day. The Chapel is full of friends, 
neighbors, and members of the Fellowship of Saint John, and after 
the Eucharist and Superior’s Address, we invite the congregation into 
the Monastery Cloister for a garden party. Unfortunately, once again, 
that gathering was not possible this year. However, many things are still 
possible, and it is still possible for me to express my gratitude for these 
possibilities – and for all of you – here. 

	 This past year has been a challenging one for the Brothers, as I 
imagine it has been for you. Yet in spite of the challenges we have all 
faced, there are a great many wonderful things taking place here at the 
Monastery. We Brothers have discovered that – to use Father Benson’s 
words – now is the time to try “old things in new ways.” For example, 
since we could not gather with you all this year, we instead recorded 
a number of Brothers sharing about some different aspects of our life 
together. We invite you to watch this community report and welcome 
your comments and prayer in the comments: www.SSJE.org/fsjday

	  As we emerge from this year of challenge, there is a sense of 
excitement about the future here at the Monastery. Your prayers, your 
friendship, your support, your encouragement, your financial gifts, are 
all helping to make this future possible. Please know that you are making 
a difference in our lives, and in the lives of those to whom we minister. 
We long for the day when we will be able to reopen the Chapel, and 
welcome you back into this holy place. Until that can happen, know that 
we hold you in our prayers. Thank you, and may God bless you all. 

Saint John’s Day – reflections by Br. James Koester, SSJE
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