New Monasticism & the local church: Where do we go from here?

An address by Ray Simpson, Founding Guardian of the international Community of Aidan and Hilda, to the Annual Conference of MONOS – the Charity that seeks to bring the monastic spirit to church and society - June 29th – July 1st 2012.
Christendom models of church: signs of their demise

We are littered with signs of their demise. Anachronistic practices and mind sets have accumulated which make the second millennium forms of church alien to many people. These practices   are not to do with the essence of the church, they have been formed  in order to relate to cultures which have now passed,  or to ensure ‘order’ which too often has been a front for ‘control’ by church leaders, or as defenses for possessive or fearful local church members.

Jesus gives us an indispensable principle for the church as well as for the individual in his image of the seed that must be buried and die, as it were, in the earth of winter. These are some things that focus groups have concluded the church needs to die to:

Power and a possessive spirit

False guilt

Lack of humanity

Lack of integrity

Lack of spiritual depth

Lack of a generous spirit

Lack of tolerance of people who differ from them

Lack of forgiveness 

Lack of imagination

Lack of awareness

Mistreatment of the earth

Belittling of sexuality and Eros

Neglect of key life moments

Non- inclusive leadership

Misrepresentation of the nature of salvation

Misrepresentation of the nature of sin

Misrepresentation of heaven, hell and the other world

If, in the spirit of Jesus’ parable of the seed,  we treat these things as retarded old growths that need to be cut down and laid to rest, wed can then their seeds to grow in their place. So we must say: 
R.I.P. to a top-down church 

based on external authority more than inner conviction,  on power and possessiveness more than on being oneself. In his speech accepting the honour of a Union Medal from the Union Theological Seminary, New York, George McLeod said: ‘The love of power has ruled the world, temporal and ecclesiastical, since the beginning of time. The Roman Empire was created by the love of power. The Roman Church got preeminence through the love of power. The love of power invaded John Knox in his desire to recover power for the new church’ (at the Reformation in Scotland) …Only one force is sufficient for our day. It is the power of love.’ Ferguson, Ronald  George McLeod: Founder of the Iona Community (Collins 1990) page 412.  
It is not certain that we can say R.I.P. to the top-down church.  In parts of Africa where the church is most numerically successful it is more, not less hierarchical.  Nevertheless, the trend in organizations world-wide, aided greatly by the internet, is away from hierarchy towards networking. An article by Francis Fukuyama in The Financial Times was headed The Death of Hierarchy. He argues that the flow of information is changing authoritarian forms of organisation in the workplace. They are being replaced by flat or networked organisations where shared values are the key. Weekend, Financial Times, June 12/13 1999
We must say
R.I.P. to a patriarchal church 

              There is the possibility that religions, in the form that we know them, 

 belong to the age of Patriarchy (c 8000BC to 2000 CE).

Diarmuid O’Murchu   Quantum Theology Crossroad New York 1997

Our culture is engaged in a tremendous reappraisal of the intuitive, of the feminine, of everything affecting or concerning subjectivity... 

Every indication exists that we are witnessing the emergence

of one of the key archetypes of humanity’s collective unconscious:

the anima, in all of its multiple manifestations. 

A like event occurs only once every several thousand years.

And when it occurs, the axis of history suffers a universal shock,

 as men and women once more produce a new self-interpretation 

and redefine their interpersonal[ relations.

Leonardo Boff  The Maternal Face of God: The Feminine and its Religious Expressions (Collins 1989).

We must say

R.I.P. to a monochrome church
All now share a global highway on which people of many cultures, temperaments and tastes jostle together. They share the internet, shops and basic state services, but they have freedom to choose where and when and how they shop, bank, live, relax and worship.  We have to move from standardization to expressions of church that grow out of the natural patterns of diverse groups, from a word-based church to that which uses all five senses, and varieties of prayer that suit the different types of temperament.
We must say

R.I.P. to an earth- denying church
The western church, when it moved from Hebrew holism to  Greek dualism, made the body and matter inferior to the mind and the spirit, and in some of its Reformed forms treated the earth as an inert object to be plundered at will by humans. This was buttressed by the industrial revolution which divorced whole populations from the earth. The church is being called by prophets such as Thomas Berry to move from a man-centred approach to a bio-centred approach to the earth, so that we look upon it as a community of subjects, and once again set a the affairs of the human race, as does the Bible, in the context of a planetary garden.
Christianity’s patterns of decline and monastic-inspired renewal over two millennia
Let us look not only at signs of the decline of the Christendom model, but also at patterns of decline followed by renewal in the 2000 year history of the church.

Phyllis Tickle has caused quite a stir with her writings about what she calls “The Great Emergence”.  She suggests that the current huge transformation in the way that Christianity is understood is but  the latest in a series of changes associated with historical events: first The Great Transformation at the time of Jesus, second the Fall of Rome, Gregory the Great (590) and the Council of Chalcedon, third the Great Schism (1054) and fourth the Great Reformation.  She thinks that we’re seeing a new expression of the Christian community that is radically Jesus oriented, post denominational, post Protestant, using virtual reality, internet-based, looking for alternatives of exclusivism, and searching for passionate elements of liturgy that sustain life.

Others have attempted to trace patterns of advance and decline in church history, and to attribute each fresh advance following decline to some form of monasticism.

Missionary statesman Ralph Winter suggests that the church experiences unprecedented growth about every four hundred years. Drawing from Latourette’s A History of Christianity he identifies five critical renaissances:

* the Classical renaissance (AD 400) led by  Celtic and Augustinian monks
* the Carolingian renaissance (AD 800) led by Benedictine and Nestorian monks

* the Medieval Renaissance (AD 1200) led by Franciscans and Dominicans

* the Reformation & Counter-Reformation (AD1600) led by Jesuits, Moravians, and Anabaptists

* the Evangelical Renaissance which he believes is beginning now.

The Kingdom Strikes Back: Ten Epochs of Redemptive History in Perspectives on the World Christian Movement: A Reader ed. Ralph D. Winter and Steen C. Hawthorne (Pasadena, California 1981)

The Protestant church historian Adolph Harnack observed ‘It was always the monks who saved the church when sinking, emancipated her when becoming enslaved to the world, defended her when assailed. These it was that kindled hearts that were growing cold, bridled refractory spirits, recovered for the church alienated nations.’

(*)  Monasticism: Its Ideals and History (Williams & Norgate, London 1901) as quoted in Re-Monking the Church: A Lutheran Appraisal of Monastic Spirituality and Structures of Mission Charles Lindquist  (Unpublished thesis, Fuller Theological Seminary 1989)

A this raises the question: 

What kind of monasticism can engine the great renewal of Christianity in the 21st century? 
If we need to say R.I.P to a top-down church, we may have to look beyond the hierarchical monastic Orders of the Western Church, which sometimes insisted on blind obedience to a superior, and which, in Irish schools run by monastics, allowed intolerable abuses to go unchecked, if we are to get the right transformative DNA, and to recover somethinjg of the Johannine and eastern approach.The rapport the Columban family of monasteries in what are now Ireland, Scotland and England felt with the apostle John indicates a more organic approach. They probably baked fresh bread for Communion services, and distributed bread to all people afterwards, as Orthodox still do (John’s Gospel places Jesus’ Last Supper the day before Passover, so they would have used yeast).

Coptic and early monasteries in Celtic lands never separated obedience from the journey towards becoming fully human, c.f. elders at Macarius Monastery in Egypt and the  CA&H Way of Life which states ‘We seek to become more fully human as we grow in Christ, and we believe “that the glory of God is seen through a life fully lived” (Irenaeus).’
Being who you are

Just being who you are

not justifying or apologising.

it sounds so easy

it’s a life work

not to get caught in producing, performing, proving, keeping accounts of indebtedness. waiting for gratitude, reward, ambition, manipulation, staggering self-pity, but cultivating the habit of being.

The Habit of Being- Letters of Flannery O’Connor ed (ii) (Farrat Straus Giroux 1979)

If we are to say R.I.P. to a patriarchal church we need monastic DNA that embraces the Eternal Feminine in God, the polarity of masculine and feminine, yin and yang, male and female.  The ability, here and there, of outstanding women to lead monasteries of both men and women, such as Brigid at Kildare and Hilda at Whitby, and the Irish insight that Jesus needed twelve spiritual foster mothers as well as twelve male apostles, an insight which I intuit Aidan brought with him to the English, despite coming from Columba’s all male monastery, has been cross-pollinated into our time by CA&H, hence the ‘A’ and ‘H’ on our crosses. We are not trying to eliminate Father and replace him with Mother, we are saying that we cannot know and reflect God unless we understand that the Trinity is reflected in male and female in grace-filled polarity.
If we are to say R.I.P. to a monochrome and an earth-denying church we surely have to draw our monastic DNA from monasteries that were like villages of God where all human life, people of different temperaments and backgrounds, animals and crops and creation were bound together in common reverence for life.

Before we look at evolving churches today let us take a quick look at what I call

Villages of God: Early Irish peoples’ monastic churches

Ireland was the first territory outside the Roman Empire to embrace Christianity. One ruling family after another embraced the Faith and gave prime estates to be used as a Christian monastic church. These were settlements and were in some cases the hub of the tribe’s life. They were by waterways, the main means of travel. Other monastic settlements started with a solitary hermit who sought God in a remote place; this attracted others to live nearby and a monastic settlement grew haphazardly after

their death. An example of this is Saint Kevin and Glendalough. No two monasteries were the same: each had local character and was influenced by its founder. 

It was not unusual, however, for a monastery to have these features:

• A little church in the centre for up to eight prayer services a day

• Huts or cells where the celibate monks lived

• Huts or cells for guests

• A kitchen and refectory where residents and visitors were fed

• A school where children learned Latin, Scripture and practical subjects.

• A scriptorium where manuscripts (mostly Gospels and Psalms) were copied or illumined.

• Flour-, wood-, pottery-making.

• Crops, cattle, fish

Within the monastery villages there were clergy, lay monks and nuns with life vows, others with temporary vows, some who lived at home and others who were married. In some there was room for the extended families of monks. Larger monasteries sometimes included manaig who married and farmed the land. These were not tenants but were within the monastic family. The major monasteries were built on the main highways of sea and river; they were organised in order to penetrate the pagan

world and to extend the church. To them visitors brought the news of the world. They had no barriers, apart from a ditch for practical reasons. There was constant movement in and out by children, women and labourers. There were no imposing buildings. No records survive of churches organized on a diocesan basis under a bishop. A bishop resided in a monastery. The abbot was thought of as ‘king

over kings’, the bishop as ‘a kin’. The apostolic number of thirteen (Jesus plus twelve apostles) was thought to be the ideal number for a new monastery, but sometimes these grew into communities numbering hundreds. When they grew to such a large size the abbot could not be soul friend to every monk, so they allocated senior monks to be soul friends to a group of monks. 

Signs of hunger for something more monastic than just Sunday church services
Vineyard Church pastor Peter Fitch thinks the Canadian Cambridge Vineyard's new home, a Slovakian Jesuit monastery, fits well with the cry for an ‘ancient-future’ church that Robert Webber, Thomas Oden, and others have been raising in their books and articles.  He writes that while meditating: ‘I was seeing a form of spiritual monastery rising up in cities and towns all over our land. It was connected to the passion and faithfulness that led ancient Christians to make so many sacrifices, but it was also full of serious engagement with the world as it now is... Every living church got to play its part... Their prayers, at times ordered and at times spontaneous, were like the Benedictine hours of the Divine Office... Their healing compassion for the broken ones around them was like the Franciscan care of lepers. Their devotion to the Word or to the teaching ministry of the Church was reminiscent of the Dominicans or the Jesuits as they travelled to spread the Gospel far and wide. And their growing intimacy with God was a picture of the Cistercians, particularly of Bernard of Clairvaux who preached 86 rapturous sermons on the Song of Songs. The Cambridge Vineyard became for me a prophetic picture of God's longing for a new monasticism in the 21st century.”

If you wish to read Peter Fitch’s article Toward a New Monasticism see  http://scvine.com/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=57:toward-a-new-monasticism&catid=8:articles&Itemid=8
The rise of new monastic groups
In my book High Street Monasteries I describe five ways of new monasticism. At a Melbourne day on new monasticism no less than five
groups were present who thought of themselves as new monastic experiments.  Some of these groups have resonance with the Celtic hermitages, the white houses, the small praying cells. But what about the larger, joined up villages of God that model the kingdom of God?  In countries with state provision of education and welfare churches cannot become providers of all services, yet they can move from an individualistic to a holistic approach by identifying ways to mode the kingdom of God in their area and by linking up with other groups, projects, schools, businesses, churches.
Can we learn from larger Irish monasteries?

But can existing churches become monastic
Some would argue they can’t because 
1) Organised branches of the universal church (e.g. those with bishops and dioceses) appoint and transfer local church leaders according to their non-monastic agendas.

2) In monasteries members commit to be available for certain duties and to live by values for which they are held accountable.  Church members may not be available and are not required to make such commitments nor are their councils 

3) The frameworks of most churches don’t provide a basis for common prayer, meals, tasks or spiritual formation and accountability
Others argue that they might because 
  1)  Some monastic groups have grown into churches.

2) A few monasteries have grown around an existing church.

3)  Independent congregations can choose to make a covenant which entails monastic practices. Small congregations may make a virtue of ‘the day of little things’ and commit to a set of values and practices. 

Some examples of emergent or evolving churches with monastic elements

1.Fremont Abbey A Christian arts group in Fremont, Seattle, who started a café outgrew it, and took over a redundant church building opposite jointly owned by the Lutheran and Episcopalian churches. They have turned the downstairs into a daily arts centre and café, and the upstairs into a worship area.  They are nicknamed Fremont Abbey.
2.The Community of Jesus, Orleans is an Episcopal church.   This  began in 1958 with two women offering a ministry of teaching , prayer and charismatic renewal. This attracted a small group of people to move to these grounds on the shores of Cape Cod Bay. They covenanted to live together in mutual service and honesty. Several families soon followed, to share in the common life of prayer and work.  In 1970, the Community of Jesus was formally constituted. For more than thirty years, the Community's pattern of life has evolved in the Benedictine spirit and is summarised in its own Rule of Life. Today there are approximately 165 professed members, and 50 children and young people who live in privately owned homes that surround the church and guest house. The celibate Brothers and Sisters live in their respective houses— the Friary and the Convent. Each of the Community households consists of more than one family, often with several generations represented, who share together in the daily tasks of home-life. Household families and individuals are financially responsible for themselves, while also committed to care for one another's needs.
3.The Grain of Wheat Community Church Winnipeg

This began in the 1980’s when a group which included Mennonites and Catholics had the idea of sharing their lives together and treating the earth with respect. They began by baking bread together and starting a bread co-operative. Then they committed to justice for local farmers, recruited locals to expand the bakery, and paid a fair, and therefore increased price for their flour. They bought and farmed it organically and formed an ethical food network. They opened a grass roots prairie kitchen in a neighbouring town. I have not yet been able to discover their week-day prayer patterns, but one of their members, Jarem Sawatsky, who has Huntingdon’s Syndrome, has taught about ‘corpse prayer – a tool for transforming degeneration into a party’. 
4. The Borders Minster
A group of remote parishes in the north east of the Anglican Diocese of Carlisle  has developed a proposal to establish, in the Bewcastle parish, a land-based House of Prayer, or rural ‘minster’: ordained and lay living alongside each other with their families on a single site where prayer is offered three or four times a day, and the land is worked sympathetically to provide food and fuel. Hospitality is offered, meals shared, learning and work undertaken in a regular daily rhythm. The hope to link with Lanercost parish, whose church adjoins an abbey now in the hands of a private owner of good will. Ministry is extended to the surrounding parishes in the shape of visiting, leading Sunday worship in parish churches and providing a centre of discipleship, where people can come to study, join daily worship, hold meetings, play music, learn country craft skills, eat and work. Through growing food and looking after land and animals opportunity is afforded for respite and healing, as well as for young people to explore a different rhythm of life in an environment of regular prayer. Living costs are dramatically reduced through sharing the work of producing their own wood for heat, electricity for power (water, wind, solar), growing food, and building well constructed low-impact homes using, for example, straw bales, as well as sharing vehicles. A more detailed description of the vision, including the theology of this form of ministry, can be found at www.bewcastleminster.org.uk. An article about the vision was recently published in the Permaculture Magazine Why the Church needs to return to its pastoral roots: permaculture visions of a rural minster Reverend Rob Brown |Tuesday, 20th March 2012 
4.In Emerging Churches: creating christian community in postmodern cultures by Eddie Gibbs and Ryan K. Bolger (SPCK) the authors  quote Andrew Jones of Boaz UK: ‘I would say that monastic Christianity over the past fifteen hundred years is giving us more resources than the more centralized, formal, Constantinian churches …. The ways of Celtic Christians have been especially meaningful to me recently, especially as we create a monastery in the Orkney Islands. But our monastery will not be a retro, return-to-a-dead Celtic ritualism. Rather, it will, like its predecessors, function as a cultural portal, pilgrimage centre, new media resource base, micro-business enterprise, and a place of spiritual strength for the dispersed community.’
5.Simon Reed, Vicar of the Anglican Church of the Ascension, Hanger Hill, Ealing, London,  with St. Mary’s Twyford, believes that   a small, homogenous congregation may be considered new monastic if a core of members commit to a rule of life, the church has daily prayer and provides soul friends  who accompany members  on their faith journey.

Can groups, projects, centres and networks to become villages of God? 
Some of the early monastic villages in Celtic lands arguably provided what people needed for their material, social, intellectual and spiritual well-being through a comprehensive range of daily facilities and work earthed in prayer and simplicity. These were possible because Christians were passionate to model God’s kingdom and because tribal chiefs desired these for their people and gave prime sites for this purpose. Today, in contrast, we live in an individualistic society and a free market economy, and the main thrust of new monasticism so far has been commitments by individuals and small groups. 

So should we seek to evolve communities with monastic elements that are part of the warp and weft of their locality? Some argue that to attempt this in capitalist societies would be to fly in the face of cultural realities. Although aspects of these villages of God have re-surfaced in Russia (for example, monasteries such as Pskov and Valaam are large settlements that include agriculture, study and art projects) they could not work in a market economy where housing and business are a free-for-all. Others argue that even if they could work, they reflect a ‘Christendom’ model and new monastics are against religion that is dominating: new monasticism is about small groups, not large endeavours.

There are, however, strong arguments in favor of attempting this.
1) Changing trends in society require churches that are more than  single-building Sunday-only congregations.  For example:

*  A twenty four hour society calls for seven day a week churches.

*  A cafe society calls for churches that are eating places.

* A travelling society calls for churches that provide accommodation.

* A stressed society calls for churches that provide spaces for retreat and meditation.
* A multi-choice society calls for churches that have a choice of styles and facilities.
 * A fragmented society calls for holistic models.

* An eco-threatened society calls for more locally sustainable communities.

Although 21st c market forces have replaced 7th century Irish tribal forces, when enough people long for something they can accomplish it through whatever forces are currently in play.

What sort of places might become villages of God?
Metro-villages?
At airports, metro-centres, sports complexes - wherever you go nowadays you find 

signs to ‘the village’. Is this term used because financiers realise that customers know 
we do not live by bread alone – they yearn for a place to belong? These ‘villages’ 
usually leave the customer empty. The manager of one new city centre shopping mall, 
however, asked two church leaders to service a prayer room in it.  
Mega churches?
In the USA two million people belong to mega churches.  These contain certain elements of the Celtic monastic city.  The mega church has food halls, sporting leagues, day care and learning groups as well as a variety of worship patterns. ‘I am not the pastor of a church, I am the mayor of a city’ observed the leader of one mega church (BBC TV Newsnight January 2, 2003).  Mega churches often seem to lack, however, the spirituality of the monastic tradition,   they do not pray daily in the rhythms of creation, or adopt common spiritual disciplines. The danger is that they are driven by the values of Mammon  - competitors in the ‘successful religious enterprise market’. 

Cathedrals?

Some cathedrals (especially in England and Wales) were once a monastic foundation, retain a cathedral close with residences, provide sacred space, a shop, a refreshment centre and daily prayer. The Chapter and Congregation could draw up a Rule of Life, and, as houses in the Cathedral Close become available, offer these to people who commit to the Rule of Life, thus recreating a resident praying, serving community. A cathedral can serve the poor, and offer free space for wedding picnics for the unwaged. One cathedral spent Lent discussing such proposals.
Focolare Little Towns?
The Focolare movement (see lesson 2) has ‘Little Towns’ in many countries. Loppiano, near Florence, is perhaps the best known. It currently has a population of 800 of whom 70 come from the 5 continents: students and teachers, professionals and workers, artisans and farmers, young people and entire families, priests and men and women religious, members of various Christian denominations and other religions: a prototype of a new kind of society based on the evangelical law of love.Each year an average of 40 thousand visitors pass through Loppiano.
The vision and values of villages of God
Villages of God become prejudice-free, hate-free, fear-free, earth-friendly fair trade zones.  Seven days-a-week emerging villages of God will typically include a number of these features: Praying space, eating space, accommodation space, learning space, play space, silent space, work space, art space, eco space, social space, play space, sport space,  natural space, vegetable space, internet space.
Whether we aspire to remain a single new monastic group or to develop something of a village feel, 
The crisis of capitalism and the cowshed revolution

A Way for the World .
I talked with people in the ‘Occupy movement. The common ground they seem to share is that they want the 1 per cent who hold the levers of money and power to relate to the 99 per cent as one community. 
The New Year edition of Time Magazine usually features a Person of the Year. This year it featured ‘The Protester’ and declared: ‘All over the world, the protesters of 2011 share a belief that their countries’ political systems and economies have grown dysfunctional and corrupt – sham democracies rigged to favour the rich and powerful and prevent significant change… Two decades after the final failure and abandonment of communism, they believe they’re experiencing the failure of hell-bent megascaled crony hyper-capitalism and pine for some third way, a new social order.
Time Magazine Person of the Year – The Protester edition December 26 2011 -January 2 2012

I wonder if we need, not so much a new Benedict, as some have suggested, but a peoples uprising which has more in common with the peoples’ monastic churches in early Britain and Ireland.  Bede informs us that Aidan gave a Rule to the English people. Yet nothing was written.  What was this, then? We can glean something from references to disciples of Aidan such as Chad who are recorded as keeping certain practices as they were taught by Aidan. I suggest that these spiritual trademarks probably included the following: 

1) Life-long daily learning from Scripture and life.

2) Journey: they walked among the people, they  met in small, dispensable buildings (the heart of Chad’s diocese of Mercia was his prayer cells).

3) Daily and seasonal rhythm of prayer, work and rest.

4) Society-changing initiatives through (Aidan’s prayers saved the Christian ruler’s headquarters and his royal financee)

5) Soul friends – Aidan planted this Irish practice among the English, and I intuit he also realised the English could not be transformed without their own spiritual foster mothers. 
6) Simple life-style
7) Just and prejudice-free communities

Conclusion

Some of us are called to plant new forms of church, others to re-form existing ones. If we are not to fail, we must grow from some common monastic  and take to hearat some words of Rowan Williams with which I end my book The Cowshed Revolution.  He pictures St Paul’s idea of community as God sees it, and we writes: ‘The essence of this sustainable community circulation – like the flow of blood – is the mutual creation of capacity, building the ability of the other person or group to become, in turn, a giver of life and responsibility. Thus a government, and for that matter a church, is a community of communities’.

RJS 30.06.2012
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