s (e

THE MONASTIC WAY

Do not s anxious alout your [L/[E

MATTHEW 6:25

Everything in life teaches us something
about what it is to be human until, if we are
listening and learning all our lives, we ourselves
become everything we can possibly be. We
begin the search for fullness of life at a very
early age. We choose heroes, icons of what we
ourselves would like to become.

All the heroes of my early life were people
of action. I valued explorers, presidents, civil
rights activists, suffragettes, friends and fam-
ily members who were brave enough, decisive
enough, strong enough to make things happen.
It was only as I got older and people I loved
began to die that I discovered the lesson, the
courage of calm:

Uncle Lou faced cancer in the *50s when it
was the scourge of modern medicine, but talked
to me quietly and gently about my own future
two days before he died.

Sister Theophane closed her eyes in the mid-
dle of pain, smiled and slipped into a period of
comatose waiting after a lifetime of competence
and efficiency.

My mother, a brilliant woman, suffered the
ravages of Alzheimer’s disease for 28 years and
went from its early forms of agitation to a kind
of distant inner existence untroubled by any-
body or anything.

In each of those situations a kind of chaos
infected the world. Yet, at the same time, each of
them brought with it a new kind of insight. No
doubt about it: the lesson I learned from death
was the lesson of calm. After all, what use was
flailing and raging when life went inevitably on?
Or, as the case may be, would not go on at all.
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The problem, of course, lies in learning to determine when

calm is courageous and when chaos is holy. When is accept-
ance holy and chaos madness; when is chaos holy and accept-
ance weakness? Maybe we never know. But that’s not impor-
tant. What is important is to keep asking the question and to
develop the ability to be both resolutely calm and courageously
holy as the situation demands.
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We read the same parts of Scripture so many times that as the years go by we often
fail to hear them at all. This year’s Monastic Way will concentrate on some of those
familiar passages and ask what those words might mean to us now. That’s what
monastics call lectio, the reflective reading of Scripture in ways that change our
lives today. Recite the line from Scripture every day and let it seep into your soul.
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FRIDAY, OcToBER 1: Thereis a
kind of calm that is passive acceptance of
the unacceptable. When the world around
us is falling mercilessly on the backs of
people who cannot bear the burden or did
not cause the destruction, to be calm in the
midst of evil is not a good. Then, we must
do something. But calmly.

SATURDAY, OcToBeErR 2: To
spend life worrying about what we can-
not control or do not know with certainty
will happen makes a mockery of faith and
a shell of hope.

SUNDAY, OcToBER 3: “Never
cut what you can untie,” Joseph Joubert
wrote. We rush where we could walk and
we run where we do not need to go. And
when we get there, there’s nothing left in-
side of us to bother to have brought.

MONDAY, OcTOBER 4: What we
do with too much haste we live to regret.
What we do with reflection we can respect
all our lives.

TuESDAY, OcTOBER 5: Life
is not a Gordian knot; it is not a prob-
lem to be solved. Life is a process to
be lived in the surety that, in the end,
things will, if we allow them, come out
just as they should.

PACE HAS BECOME
A SYNONYM
FOR PROGRESS.

WEDNESDAY, OCTOBER 6:
Calm is only a virtue when it implies sta-
bility in the face of chaos, not when it is
simply an excuse for refusing to act. That’s
not calm, that’s “becalmed.” There’s not a
sailor in the world who doesn’t know the
difference.

THURSDAY, OcTOBER 7: What
is the use of being agitated? It serves only

to irritate the spleen, not to resolve the
problem.

FRIDAY, OcToBER 8: There
comes a moment in life when we final-
ly realize that most of what we worry
about is not worth the worry. Then, the
calm sets in, the synonym for which may
well be maturity.

SATURDAY, OCTOBER 9: Apathy
is not calm. To be resigned to what must be
changed is simply complicity with evil.

SUNDAY, OcToBER 10: When
we understand the dimensions of a situa-
tion with all its dangers, all its risks, all its
demands, calmness is the only thing that
will keep us ready to face it, able to survive
it, come what may.

MoONDAY, OcToOBER 1 1: Calm
and resignation are not the same thing.
Resignation is what’s left when we don’t
stay calm enough to do the right thing in
the first place.

TUESDAY, OcTOBER 1 2: “Calm-
ness,” Ralph Waldo Emerson wrote, “is al-
ways Godlike.” If you are God, you know
that life always goes “wrong.” The ques-
tion, of course, is, What is really “right”?
Better to go through the process calmly till
the storm ends and the skies are brighter
than to fly into a panic and miss the new
moment completely.

WEDNESDAY, OcToBER 13:
The old hymn reminds us, “Be still my
soul” in times of distress. Then, and only
then, when we stay still and listen can we
hear the voices of wisdom around us, both
within and without.

THURSDAY, OcTOBER 14:
The Irish have a phrase for it: They call
hysteria “losing the run of yourself.” The
implications of the statement are clear.
When we lose our calm, we lose the best

of ourselves to wild gesturings that lack
both substance and direction.

FRIDAY, OcToBER 15: Calm-
ness is not an affectation of public pro-
priety. It is a state of inner peace that
is impervious to the winds of change
around us.

SATURDAY, OcTOBER 16:The
old “stiff upper lip” —the ability to pretend
that nothing has affected us when some-
thing certainly has or certainly must—is a
poor imitation of the calm that comes from
believing that whatever we are forced to
face in life can be dealt with without being
destroyed by it.

SUNDAY, OcToBER 1 7: Never
be afraid of chaos. It is simply order rear-
ranging itself.

WHAT WE DO
WITH TOO MUCH HASTE
WE LIVE TO REGRET.

MoNDAY, OcToBeER 1 8: Chaos
is the foundation of creativity. “Every act
of creation,” Pablo Picasso says, “is first an
act of destruction.” Until one system falls,
another can never rise. That’s why saving
a dying past only prolongs the inevitable.

TUESDAY, OCTOBER 19:
“Adopt the pace of nature,” Emerson
writes. “Her secret is patience.” We are not
a patient people, we Americans. We be-
lieve more in the instant than in the com-
ing. We make hysteria one of the hallmarks
of effectiveness and, in the end, perhaps,
mix results with effectiveness.

WEDNESDAY, OcToBER 20:
To be impatient is to miss a lot of beauty, to
push a lot of children to become adults too
quickly, to become a trade-in society with
little or no respect for what, having served
well in the past, still has value in the pre-
sent. We so commonly overlook what only
the heart, calm enough to trust the present,
can really see.

THURSDAY, OCTOBER 21:
Driven by a need for results, we miss the
sight of trees growing and flowers open-
ing and relationships becoming. We push
and prod and commit ourselves to a kind of
“progress” that misses a lot of life because



we are not calm enough to let a thing de-
velop through every necessary stage from
slim beginning to satisfying end.

FRIDAY, OcToOBER 22: Why go
through a thing calmly when you can wear
yourself out before the project even be-
gins by going into a panic about it? Then it
won’t really make any difference whether
it succeeds or not. You will have already
endured the worst. That’s called the storm
before the calm.

SATURDAY, OcToBER 23:
“Why are you crying?” the teacher asked
the child. “Are your parents mean to you?”
“No,” the child said. “My parents are the
kindest people in the world.” “Do they ne-
glect you?” the teacher said. “Absolutely
not,” the child said. “They play with me
and tell me stories every night.” “Do they
refuse to get you what you want?” “No,”
the little boy went on sobbing. “They get
me the best of everything.” “Then why
in heaven’s name are you crying?”’ the
teacher asked again. “Because I'm afraid
they might try to run away.” Ah, why enjoy
what is when you can worry about what
might be coming?

SUNDAY, OcTtoBER 24: There
is a kind of chaos that releases possibil-
ity. Most people fear an environment that
encourages new ideas. They prefer what is

because they fear what might be if they’re
not in control of it.

MONDAY, OcToBER 25: The
colors we paint our rooms, the types of
music to which we choose to listen, the
volume at which we play the TV, the de-
gree of clutter in a room, all contribute to
the mental state through which we view
our world.

WHAT WE DO
WITH REFLECTION
WE CAN RESPECT

ALL OUR LIVES.

TUESDAY, OcTOBER 26: Ifyou
feel anxious all the time, it might be time
to clean out the cupboards, empty the desk
drawers, change the flowered wallpaper
and sit down somewhere alone. It’s amaz-
ing how silence changes the face of chaos,
and raises the level of calm in the world.

WEDNESDAY, OCTOBER 27:
Road rage is nothing but the loss of per-
sonal calm let loose upon the world at
large.

THURSDAY, OcTOBER 28:
When calm is impossible and chaos is
the order of the day, try to remember that
God created the world out of nothing and,

God willing, if we stay at this thing long
enough, something may come out of this
mess, too. Or as Ella Wheeler Wilcox put
it: “The splendid discontent of God with
chaos made the world.”

FRIDAY, OcToBER 29: “Con-
cern should drive us into action,” Ka-
ren Horney wrote, “not into depression.”
There is no virtue in complaining about
things we refuse to do something to im-
prove, to change, to open to public exami-
nation. That kind of calm only increases
the problem.

SATURDAY, OcToBER 30:
Pace has become a synonym for progress.
As aresult we find ourselves rushing from
one thing to another, hectic and exhausted,
when learning to savor life, to milk the
moment, has become the lost art of hu-
man development. We must learn to cul-
tivate what Adrian Cowell calls, “the slow
rhythm of waiting.”

SUNDAY, OcTOBER 3 1: Peo-
ple who are really interested in raising the
level of calm in a discussion and slowing
the pace of the world, start by lowering the
level of their voices and slowing the speed
of their talk.

LET’S SHARE OUR THOUGHTS

1. Which of these reflections on “anxiety and calmness” was most
meaningful or challenging to you? Explain.

2. In her introduction, Sister Joan spoke about the individuals who, as
they came to the end of their lives, taught her the courage of calm. She
defines calmness as “a state of inner peace that is impervious to the
winds of change around us.” (Oct. 15) Can you identify a person who
has embodied such calmness, someone in your personal life perhaps?
A public figure in our nation or the world? Name the person and dis-
cuss under what circumstances they embodied such calmness.

3. Reflect on Sister Joan’s entry for October 25th: “The colors we
paint our rooms, the types of music to which we choose to listen,
the volume at which we play the TV, the degree of clutter in a room,
all contribute to the mental state through which we see the world.”
Choose one of these examples and share what you believe it says
about the positive or negative aspects of your “mental state.”

4. The Scripture for this month is Matthew 6:25: “Do not be anx-
ious about your life.” Discuss what spiritual practices help you
cope with anxiety.

5. In her introduction, Sister Joan posed a question for the month:
“The problem, of course, lies in learning to determine when calm is
courageous and when chaos is holy. When is acceptance holy and
chaos madness; when is chaos holy and acceptance weakness?”
What have you learned that addresses that question? What are you
doing to “develop the ability to be both resolutely calm and coura-
geously holy as the situation demands?”

REMINDER: a forum is available for subscribers to The Monastic Way to pursue and reflect on these questions together. https://www.monasticway.org/forum



LET’S LISTEN TO OTHER VOICES

IDEA 1
Alison Barr writes in her essay, ““A Meditation on Liminal Space,”
that, “Liminal space is a place of transition, one where we often feel
unsettled or anxious. Life is not as it was before, but we don’t yet
know how it’s going to be.”

PROMPT

DESCRIBE A TIME IN YOUR LIFE WHEN YOU WERE THRUST
INTO LIMINAL SPACE, EITHER WILLINGLY OR NOT. WHAT
UPHELD YOU DURING THIS PERIOD OF YOUR LIFE? HOw
DID THE EXPERIENCE CHANGE OR TRANSFORM YOU?

IDEA 2

A mantra is a word or phrase you repeat during meditation as a
tool to help calm your mind. While this age-old practice is known
to have Buddhist and Hindu roots, forms of “sacred word” recita-
tion exist within a great variety of spiritual traditions, including the
Judeo-Christian. Here is an excerpt from The Way of the Pilgrim,
written by an anonymous Russian Orthodox monk who repeated the
phrase, “Lord Jesus Christ have mercy on me a sinner.” It is said he
prayed the words 12,000 times a day until “the pilgrim found the
prayer at his lips and in his mind every waking hour, as spontaneous
and effortless as his breath itself.”

Sit down in silence. Lower your head, shut your eyes, breathe
out gently, and imagine yourself looking into your own heart. Carry
your mind, that is, your thoughts, from your head to your heart. As
you breathe out, say, “Lord Jesus Christ, have mercy on me.” Say
it moving your lips gently, or simply say it in your mind. Try to put
all other thoughts aside. Be calm, be patient, and repeat the process
very frequently. —The Way of the Pilgrim

PROMPT

CHOOSE THREE DAYS IN A ROW AND BEGIN YOUR DAY
WITH THE MANTRA “BE STILL MY SOUL,” SAYING IT OVER
AND OVER WHILE YOU SHOWER, DRESS AND GET READY
FOR THE DAY. REPEAT THE MANTRA TO YOURSELF OF-
TEN THROUGH THE DAY AND CONSCIOUSLY TRY TO FOL-
LOW ITS DIRECTION. EACH EVENING, JOURNAL ABOUT
HOW THE MANTRA HELPED YOU “STAY STILL AND LISTEN
TO THE VOICES OF WISDOM AROUND US, BOTH WITHIN
AND WITHOUT.” IF IT MAKES A DIFFERENCE, CONSIDER
MAKING IT A REGULAR PATTERN IN YOUR LIFE.
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HELEN DAVID BRANCATO,

LET US PRAY

THE SERENITY PRAYER
GOD GRANT ME THE SERENITY
TO ACCEPT THE THINGS | CANNOT CHANGE;
COURAGE TO CHANGE THE THINGS | CAN;
AND WISDOM TO KNOW THE DIFFERENCE
—Attributed to Reinhold Niebuhr

Pray this more than once and reflect on those times when you had
such wisdom. You may want to journal your response.

Joan Chittister FUND FOR PRISONERS

“Prisoners are the most forgotten people in society
and the least served in Christianity. Help me change that.”
—Joan Chittister

We work with a network of prison chaplains and volunteers
across the country to send thousands of free copies of The
Monastic Way to women and men in prison.

A donation of $12.00 will send a one-year
subscription to a prisoner that can:
« provide beauty to battered and bleak lives
« deliver daily positive reflective messages
to stir the heart and seed the soul
» enable caring conversations that give
people in prison something to believe in
and a sense of the presence of God in
themselves.

www.joanchittister.org/donations
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