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We met for the final session of 2017-18 as a group of Benedictine 

Oblates with a particular mission to be people where God is present 

in the world. Our task was to think about monastic life (including 

oblates’ lives) at a time of change. We opened and closed with 

prayer then listened to, and discussed, two discourses from our 

Oblate Master, with Midday Office and lunch al fresco in between.  

In the western world the number of monks has reduced. Oblates outnumber them. 

Questions are raised about the future of monasteries. It is tempting to think that this 

contemporary situation is unique: it is not. The recent feast of St Bede reminds us of his 

experience that monastic collapse may be followed by renewal, built on the rock of Christ: 

it all depends on God’s plan. Greater upheavals such as the English Reformation and the 

French Revolution underscore this. 

There are three requirements for sound monastic experience as a monk or oblate in a time 

of change: first, God’s peace and second, from St Benedict’s Rule, stability and a quiet mind. 

God’s peace, which passes all understanding, comes through the love of Jesus, “do not be 

afraid”, and the guidance of the Holy Spirit. It is stronger than human, worldly peace, 

bringing us courage in the face of persecution, scepticism, criticism and underpins a quiet 

mind. 

To be human is to be placed, at its best in a home, an enclosure. The home of monks, the 

Community is the monastery, the cloister especially. It is a sacred space, a workshop of 

prayer, silence and work, providing all needs under the guidance of the Abbot who stands in 

the place of Christ. Hence, as with domestic homes, access and egress are not automatic 

but subject to permission, granted to those with sound purpose and intention to engage in 

monastic activity. A wise person oversaw the entrance, just as do College porters, 

commercial receptionists, military guards. Since all needs of the Community are met in the 

monastery in which they have taken vows they should not need to leave it without good 

reason: hence the stability of monastic life. Similar considerations, subject to family and 
work, apply to the oblate living outside. Indeed, the pressure on a lone, lay Benedictine may 

be more intense: the prayers of the Monastic and Oblate Community give important 

support. 

It is a commonplace that to concentrate on a task and complete it to a high standard and in 

good time one needs as little disturbance as possible: a quite mind. This is especially 

important when we are considering the work of God. Calm, patience, reticence and good 

manners are hallmarks of a harmonious enclosure, whether monastic or domestic. The 

needs of others should be respected, hence promoting – as St Benedict’s Rule tells us – an 

awareness of God through humility. Many professional and domestic duties press upon both 
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monks and oblates outside the monastery and it requires personal discipline to be the 

master of our affairs, of technologies, to create a space for alert listening to God through 

the Mass, Divine Office and personal prayer. The peace may be disturbed by: undue 

attachment to personal possessions and wealth; by murmuring (St Benedict’s kinder word 

for whingeing); by lack of reconciliation. To live at peace, we must ask for, and receive, 

forgiveness. Apologies are important but maybe less so than forgiveness, mercy and 

reconciliation, preferably before sundown.               

Timothy Chambers. 

 

 


