THE CLOISTER WALK – Mark Acker – FCCH – September 13, 2026
During the twenty-six years that I lived in Nashville, Tennessee, my home away from home was St. Meinrad monastery in St. Meinrad, Indiana. St. Meinrad was about three hours from Nashville, and over the years I probably made 75 or more trips there.  I also took many groups of high school students and college students and adults to St. Meinrad’s for retreats.  It was a beautiful place with amazing buildings that transported my soul to a spiritual connection with God. And it did the same thing for almost everyone in those groups who went there with me over the years.
 We live in a world filled with constant noise, too much news, a world that tells us to follow our own path, make our own rules for how we want to live our lives, and if something doesn’t work out, to move on, a world that says work harder so you can accomplish more.
Into this world comes Kathleen Norris and her wonderful book “The Cloister Walk,” a book about spending time with the monks at St. John’s monastery and discovering that the counter-culture rhythms of monastic life might have something important to say to people today. Ms. Norris writes beautifully about monasteries, and about prayer, scripture, silence, community, work, worship, and the strange beauty of living according to a rule. And what she discovers is that a monastery is not primarily a place where people escape the world. Rather, it is a place where people learn how to live in the world differently.
And perhaps that is one reason why “The Cloister Walk” speaks so powerfully to us today. Because one of the gnawing questions of our time is “How do we live together?” How do we live with people who irritate us, or with people whose politics are different from ours. How do we remain connected when we disagree? How do we become a community rather than simply a collection of individuals who happen to live in proximity to each other? The Benedictines have been asking these questions for fifteen hundred years. And they have some surprisingly practical answers. 
At the heart of the Benedictine life in a monastery is something called “The Rule of St. Benedict.” Benedict lived in Italy in the sixth century, at a time when the Roman empire was collapsing and the world was experiencing enormous political and social upheaval. So he gathered people together who wanted to live a life centered on prayer, work, learning, community and hospitality. And Benedict wrote a rule, which was actually a book, on how human beings might actually live together.
Benedict begins his Rule with the word “LISTEN.” This may be one of the most important spiritual practices we could recover for living in today’s world. Not simply hearing but listening. Listening to another person without prejudging them. Listening to scripture. Listening to our own inner wisdom. Listening to silence. Before we speak, listen. Before we decide we know who someone is, listen. Before we decide that someone has nothing to teach us, listen
Another distinctive feature of the Benedictine monastic life is the rhythm of the liturgical hours. The monks gather for prayer throughout the day. There is early morning prayer, usually at 5:30 am. Then prayer after breakfast, prayer at noon, prayer at the end of the afternoon, called Vespers, and prayer before bedtime, called Compline. Their entire day is punctuated by moments when they stop whatever they are doing and turn their attention to God. They live by the Latin phrase “ora et labora” which means prayer and work.
As I re-read “The Cloister Walk” this week, I began thinking about the many times I took groups to St. Meinrad.  Our usual schedule with the high school and college groups was to arrive in the early afternoon, and to attend Vespers at 5:00 p.m., which was a 45 minute service that included the singing of several psalms, several scripture readings, and other liturgical acts.  We made the next day’s 5:30 a.m. service optional, however.  But I was always surprised at the number of students who got up early to attend this service.  There is something about beauty, stillness, and spirituality that speaks to people, even teenagers. 
Perhaps the wisdom of the liturgical hours is not that we should imitate the monks literally. It is that we need rhythms that remind us of who we are. Because we easily forget. We get busy. We get consumed by the news of the day. We lose perspective. Maybe what we can learn from the Benedictines is to integrate the holy throughout our day. A cup of coffee can become a moment of gratitude. A walk can become a prayer. A conversation in which we listen can become sacred. Perhaps our version of the liturgical hours could simply be moments in which we stop during the day, take three intentional breaths, and then remember: I am alive.  I am a child of God. All shall be well. Simple and grounding.
In addition to the liturgical hours, Benedictine monks traditionally make three principal vows, which are stability, conversion of life and obedience. The first vow, stability, essentially means I will stay. I will commit to this community. I will work through the challenges. I will learn how to forgive and repair. The second Benedictine vow is conversion of life, which means I am still becoming, and I recognize that everyone else is still becoming. None of us is done growing, or done learning, or done becoming more compassionate. A part of this vow is also the commitment to voluntary poverty in which I will not own any personal property, and the vow to live as a celibate person.  The third is obedience. We are committed to the rules of the community more than our own personal desires.  We are committed to listening to the needs of others, and to the wisdom of the abbot. Most monks find freedom in these vows, just as we might find freedom, for instance, in not owning and keep up a home.
In my trips to St. Meinrad monastery, I became friends with Lambert Reilly, the abbot at the time. Whenever I was in his office, he always reminded me that he only had three books, because he saw no need to keep books; whatever he read, he gave away.  Another was that, as the person in charge of the monks who lived there, he made sure that no one had more than three shirts and three pairs of pants; he believe that a vow of poverty meant not owning more than an individual person actually needed.
Another important part of “The Cloister Walk” is Ms. Norris’s attention to the monk’s relationship with scripture.  In addition to singing through all 150 psalms each month, the monks practice lectio divina, which means sacred reading. They read the scripture slowly. They return to a word or phrase. They are focused on “What is this text saying to me today?” 
Ms. Norris also writes beautifully about the Benedictine practice of silence. Our world is noisy. TV’s and computers and phones and videos are everywhere. And we are surrounded by voices telling us what to think, what to buy, whom to fear, whom to blame, and what to believe. But somewhere beneath all that noise is another voice. A quieter voice. The voice that says slow down, pay attention, listen before speaking. The voice of inner wisdom, the voice of the Spirit. Silence at a monastery is in the DNA and culture of the community, and it is deeply valued. 
Perhaps the most important lesson of “The Cloister Walk” is the centrality of community, that is, the doing of life together.  Working together, forgiving each other, learning to see the best in each other. The abbot at St. Meinrad told me on numerous occasions: “We’re an odd group of people. But we keep working on liking each other, and sometimes even loving each other.”
  A part of this emphasis on community is found in the Benedictine commitment to radical hospitality.  Benedict, in fact, says that Christ comes to us disguised as a stranger. Hospitality in the monastery is a spiritual discipline, and most Benedictine monasteries also have guest houses in which visitors can stay. 
Although she doesn’t say so, as I’ve reflected on “The Cloister Walk” the past couple of days, I’ve wondered if Kathleen Norris’ deepest gift of her time at the monastery was in experiencing community; a monastery community in which she felt accepted, and a community that enabled her to find below the surface connections with others and with the Spirit.
  This idea of community and how to create community has always resonated with me. I’ve spent much of my life searching for community and working to create community.  I’ve instinctively known that what the world needs now is not just love but community, and that is true for every age. Even in my primary work as a choir director, I’ve also wanted singers to find community and a sense of belonging in the choir. I love that our church has worked on this over the past few years, especially through our small groups, and I see community making a difference in our church almost every day.
So, if St. Benedict were to come into our church today, what might he tell us? I suspect that he might remind us that he also lived in a world that was troubled, divided, uncertain and changing. He could not fix the whole world. So he began with something smaller. A community. A handful of people. A daily rhythm. A way of treating one another. A way of listening. A way of working. A way of praying.
And perhaps that is wisdom for us today. We may not be able to heal every division or change every heart. But through our church and through our neighborhoods and through our interactions we can create monasteries of the heart through which we decide how we will live with the people around us. And perhaps that is how the world changes – through ordinary people practicing a different way of being human.  Not through escaping the world, but through living in the world in a different way. It sounds freeing and peaceful and joyful. It sounds like the kin-dom of God on earth. May it be so for each of us, and for all creation. Amen.




