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WELCOME! 
Dear Oblates and Friends, 
Welcome to the first issue of an oblate newsletter written and edited by oblates for oblates and friends. I 
cannot stress how important I feel this work is, because one of the goals of our oblate relationship is to 
make us aware of each other, of how we are all trying, in our own ways, to live out Benedictine 
spirituality. Another important reason for this newsletter is that it removes us from the somewhat 
meaningless and trivial modes of mass communication that we now live with, and uses this same 
technology to communicate issues of import to improve how we might be able to live our lives, find 
support in each other, pray for each other, encourage each other, and realize that within the Christian 
community (and world community, I might add) and especially within the mutual parameters of our 
relationships with the Abbey that we are not alone; that the promises we make as oblates to Saint 
Andrew's Abbey ties us together in a spiritual, if not always physical, community. I hope this newsletter 
can be used to further that necessary sense of God With Us, God Within Us, God For Us and God 
Through Us-- together. 
Fr. Aelred Niespolo, OSB 
 

 

Editor’s Note 
 

Welcome to our first all-oblate newsletter, Valyermo Oblate Voices! As we Oblates continually strive to 
transform our lives according to St Benedict’s Rule, our joining together as a larger Oblate community—beyond 
our current geographical limits-- through shared life experiences will help us towards that goal. We grow in Christ 
and in love of God as we reverence one another and love our neighbor. Through our openness to each other in 
our writings, our personal bonds will be strengthened and our ties to the greater Valyermo community will be re-
enforced. We share an understanding and a struggle to live the Rule in an increasingly secular and irreverent 
world; as community, we can support and encourage one another in this struggle.  

This newsletter’s purpose is not to supplant the Chronicle. Its main emphasis is not events at St Andrew’s 
but rather events in Oblate lives. I invite all of you to reflect on your experiences, look at them in the greater 
context of Scripture and the Rule, and write frequently. I recommend keeping a Benedictine journal as a way of 
capturing those reflections that often come so randomly. Please keep in mind that this is a newsletter grounded in 
our common spirituality; thoughtful, sincere, and relevant reflection is worth more than polished, professional 
prose. The hope is that each Oblate will at some time be present to us all through a written piece. 

The current plan is to provide this newsletter quarterly. It is a long newsletter, and many pieces in it 
deserve a solo reading.  Therefore, please take your time reading it; savor the entire newsletter, and perhaps 
read it in bits and pieces over the next several weeks.  

I extend a special note of gratitude to all who made the time and effort to contribute to this first version---
without you, no newsletter. And to Father Aelred belongs more appreciation and thanks than I can describe here--
-without you, no continued encouragement, support, and love for this current task. Your continued enthusiasm for 
St Andrew’s Oblates means so much to all of us.  
I look forward to your responses to this first newsletter and to your written contributions to future newsletters. I 
pray this endeavor guides us to transcend our geographic distances and brings us closer in mind, heart, and spirit 
through Christ and the Rule of St Benedict. 
Mary Kauffman, Orange County Group, Editor  
 mjkauffman@aol.com  
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News and Needs 
 

News:  Oblate Group Forming: An Oblate group for the Foothill and East San Fernando Valley areas is forming. 
If interested, please contact Joe Coffman at 626 484-1470 or at  joeashby1@verizon.net. The meetings will be 
held monthly in Tujunga, close by Our Lady of Lourdes Catholic Church. 
 
 
 
Needed: Habits for Monks-- Note from Vivian: Let’s Get Together and Clothe a Monk!!! 
This probably isn’t a surprise to you but our monks are looking slightly tattered and torn. I have Fr. Damien’s 
permission to approach you with my new idea.  
I want to rally friends to contribute to having new habits made for the monks that need them. Fr. Damien has been 
provided a new habit by two friends just last week. Fr. Aelred and Br Patrick are in great need. Br Peter’s habit is 
very worn and thin. I haven’t taken a poll find out how many others are in need, but I’m sure that there are others 
and will let you know. It would be good to have the money available when needed so that the cost doesn’t come 
out of the Abbey accounts. 
We have found a good source of wonderful material and a local seamstress. The cost of the fabric is $156 (10 
yards per habit, including shipping) and $225 for the seamstress. Total cost is $381. I think this is a reasonable 
cost for clothing that is worn every day of the year.  
Would you consider mentioning this new project to your group at your next meeting or considering it personally for 
those of you not in a group? We have 14 groups – that’s only $27.25 per group to have a habit made.  
Note: If any of you would like to personally contribute to the habit fund, please send a donation to the monastery 
to Development/Habits for Monks in care of Vivian. 
 
Needed: Ovens—Cam Richards, the Abbey cook, was at the Claremont group meeting and expressed great 
concern and frustration over the kitchen. Apparently Brother Patrick has been trying unsuccessfully to raise 
money for the ovens. Currently three out of four ovens are not working. Cam has to drive to the Youth Center (two 
ovens) or the new center (one smaller oven) in order to provide hot meals for the Retreat Center and any events. 
It takes careful planning to coordinate and provide a hot meal, including borrowing a vehicle to transport the food. 
The estimated cost is $2000 to repair all; $1200 would get two ovens back in service. If you’d like to donate to the 
oven fund, please send checks to Brother Patrick, and designate them “kitchen.”  

       
 
Book Review: Twelve Apostolic Women, by Joanne Turpin 
 Nancy Hanks, Claremont Group 
 
This book is about 12 little-known women in the Bible. Some of the women are Mary wife of Cleopas, Mary of 
Magdala, Lidia of Phillipi, and Tabitha of Joppa. It is set up so it can be used by small groups for spiritual 
nourishment at a meeting.  Each of the 12 stories has very inspiring questions at the end of the chapter, which is 
short, so the book could be read at the meeting and then the questions can be discussed.  I belong to 
a small book reading group.  Our group is interested in spiritual material for the most part and we meet once a 
month.  We were trying to find a book that was set up with small chapters so we could do one chapter per 
meeting.  I would recommend this especially for women because it deals with women who are not St. Thereses, 
or Mother Theresas, but women like ourselves.  To quote the information page on the book cover, "The women 
portrayed in this book embody the enduring values that answer our spiritual needs and satisfy our spiritual 
hunger.  Their moral courage, selfless love and fidelity to Jesus' teachings make them models of discipleship, 
models that never go out of fashion."  This is also right in keeping with being an Oblate and following the Rule of 
St. Benedict.  The book is inexpensive, around $10 from St. Anthony Messenger Press.  If you order by phone 
they will negotiate postage for multiple copies.   
  
  

Oblate Group News 
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Updates from the individual Oblate groups will be part of each newsletter. For our first edition, we’ll 

take a general look at the different formats of group meetings.  
 

Oblate Meeting Formats 
 

December 2008 in the Desert 

   
 
 
From Karen Hudock, Richard Wichmann, and Mary Ann Wichmann, Antelope Valley Group   

As varied as the plants and creatures of the High Desert, so too, those committed to the Antelope Valley 
(AV) Oblate Group.  Many are happily a part of this Benedictine tapestry, whether young or old, rich or poor, 
homemaker, professional, or retired, communal or hermit-like, and most often, a mixture of these.  

The group began after a number of those from the area regularly attended the Simi Valley Group’s 
meetings in the 1990’s. After being with the Simi Valley Oblates for four years, the meetings moved to the 
Antelope Valley and met at the “House of Peace” in Pearblossom, with Fr. Joshua Lee.  There the group prayed 
Vespers with Mass, followed by open discussion about the Gospel and the rule, and ending with fellowship and 
dessert.  This continued after Fr Joshua left for parish work in Los Angeles Diocese, with the group meeting in 
local homes, and a Priest-Monk directing.   Some of those Priest-Monks were Abbot Francis, Father Simon, and 
Father Isaac.  Later, another monthly meeting was begun, with “formation” in The Rule as the focus.  This 
meeting was led by an Oblate, and over time, a Monk was added.   While the group reads the Rule chapter by 
chapter, the monk, in this case Father Matthew or Father Philip, have been instrumental in offering guidance, 
insight, and encouraging group discussion and ideas as they apply to the Rule of St. Benedict.  This monthly 
meeting continues now with Father Isaac and with Father Philip as our faithful substitute.  

For the last number of years, the group has enjoyed the leadership offered by Richard and Mary Ann 
Wichmann.  These folks have been generous with their time, talent, and treasure with regards to the Monks of St. 
Andrew’s and the AV Oblate Group.  The monthly meetings where Vespers and Mass were prayed as a group, 
followed by fellowship, were conducted in their home.  Recently, the Wichmanns decided to “retire” from their 
coordinator position, and Karen Hudock was named to replace them.  However, the Wichmanns continue to be 
valuable assets, as they provide the continuity needed for a smooth transition.  Their input also permits the 
gradual group adjustments that will be made as the members offer their suggestions.  Such changes as they 
occur will be aimed at continuing faithful service to our members and the monastery, and the particular needs 
therein.  Twice per year the Wichmanns offer their home for a Mass, Potluck and social gathering for the group. 
This will continue so long as they should like to do so, and we have our first of the two next month!   
The following are the deceased members of the AV Oblates:  Milt Henderson, Deets Todd, Thelma Dietzel, Eva 
Tomka, Norma Hanson, Ernie Haugh, Theresa Winslow, and Mary Shanahan.  
Thank you for the opportunity to introduce our group to the larger St. Andrew’s Abbey Oblate Family, and we look 
forward to seeing and meeting you at the Sunday Conferences.   
 

 
 
 
From Beverly Ingram, Apple Valley Group:  
We meet at 6:30 p.m. on the second Tuesday of each month at the home of Anne and Steve Bremser.  
We start by singing Vespers, using the St. Andrew’s Vespers music and readings.  Because generally we have no 
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monk meeting with us, an Oblate is the cantor and guitar accompanist.  The second part of our meetings is a 
reading from the Rule of Benedict.  We are using the divisions in the Joan Chittister book on the Rule.  We started 
at the beginning of the prologue and take one day’s reading each month.  We have group Lectio on the reading, 
followed by more detailed reflections. Sometimes people share deeply personal applications of the Rule. We 
usually conclude with fellowship and snacks. 
Our group usually has about seven people in attendance: five who attend regularly are Oblates and two are 
observers who actively participate with us.  We have a few others who get our e-mails who support the Abbey in 
other ways such as contributing to the bake sale.   
Having a monk attend would be great because we would have more direct contact with the Abbey. The monk 
could answer our questions and keep us more up to date.  An advantage of having a priest is that we could have 
Mass.  It would be a blessing to be able to learn from the knowledge and wisdom of a monk.  
On the other hand, not having a monk attend also has its blessings.  It allows the Oblates to take on greater 
responsibilities.  For example, if there was a "real" cantor, I would not have the joy of being used by God to lead 
the singing of Vespers.  Without a Monk we have greater opportunity and responsibility to minister to each other.  
During our discussions we have to think more when there is not someone to spoon feed us the right answers.  We 
learn to trust God.  God uses us to share his love with each other.  
  
From Janice Daurio, Camarillo Group: 
 Our meeting begins with dessert, coffee, and visiting from 6:45 PM–7:15 PM. This part includes any news of the 
monastery that we might have. We may have a monk present (has been Fr. Simon in the past, or now Fr. Aelred) 
but more likely than not we have no monk present. We are usually 9–14 people, more or less. Most are oblates, 
though some are oblate novices, and others are visitors. 
From 7:15–8:15 PM is the meeting proper, which is often a book discussion. Sometime between meetings, or at 
the end of a meeting, we choose a book relevant to the Rule in particular or to Benedictine spirituality in general. 
The person proposing the book usually is the one proposing how we discuss it.  If we are looking at a book, the 
person adopting the chapter leads the discussion of that chapter, assuming that all have read it by the time of the 
meeting. Recent books we have used or considered:  
Wil Derkse, The Rule of Benedict for Beginners: Spirituality for Daily Life (Liturgical Life) 
Benet Tvedten, The Motley Crew: Monastic Lives (Liturgical Press) 
Michael Casey, Strangers to the City: Reflections on the Beliefs and Values of the Rule of St. Benedict 
(Paraclete) 
On one occasion, each person came to the meeting prepared to read and comment on her favorite psalm. 
On another occasion, a quilted prayer shawl made for a ministry class by one of us (Becky) demonstrated the 
combination of art and theology which is so important to our Abbey.  The shawl took as its theme the Incarnation 
and the powerful ripples God’s gift in Christ sends through space and time. 
We close with Valyermo Compline at 8:15-8:30 p.m. 
 
From Eileen Prendergast, Inland Empire (Claremont) Group:  
Our meetings are held on the third Wednesday except for September and December. Father Philip has been 
coming since 1968. We begin by singing Vespers at 6:30p.m. followed by Mass with a dialogue homily. After 
mass we share news and light refreshments. We meet at Our Lady of the Assumption Church in the Reflection 
Room, a small devotional room at the front of the auditorium. Participation varies between 10-15. It includes 
oblates as well as observers. About half of our participants come from surrounding areas. Most are oblates. Our 
November meeting is held at someone's home. It is a social gathering with Mass and a Potluck Thanksgiving 
dinner. I have offered my home for a discussion of living the Rule for newcomers or others but these meetings 
have been curtailed by my injury. 
I offer lectio divina after the 5:30 Mass on Tuesday and Wednesday. It is a very shortened version ( 5-10 min.), 
using a few lines from the Responsorial Psalm of the Mass. It is meant to introduce people to contemplative 
prayer. I consider it a Benedictine service to the parish. About 10-12 people participate each week. Several have 
begun to come to our oblate meetings. A few have visited the monastery.  
 
From Freddy Bee, Los Angeles Group: 
The Los Angeles oblate group meets at the Holy Spirit Retreat House in Encino, normally on the first Saturday of 
each month. The address is 4316 Lanai Road, Encino CA 91436. 
  The retreat house is just south of the 101 freeway at the Hayvenhurst exit. It is easily accessible by the 
101 and 405 freeways. 
   Our planned schedule of meetings during the rest this year is as follows: 
July 11th. --the second Saturday, to avoid the July 4th holiday 
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August 1st 
September 5

th
 

October 10th (second Saturday) 
November 7th 
December 5th 
  We meet at 2:00 pm, for a general discussion about oblate life with Fr. Philip. This year, we have been 
reading and discussing Esther de Waal’s book Seeking God. At our July meeting, we will talk about our reactions 
to Chapter IV, “Stability.” 
 We celebrate mass at 3:00 pm and then spend some social time enjoying snacks and chatting with each 
other. The meetings generally end by 4:30.  Any oblate or interested person is always very welcome to join us. 
 
From Mary Kauffman, Orange County Group:  
Our group meets on Friday evenings, every four to six weeks, in our home. Oblates and visitors come from many 
surrounding areas and from many different faith backgrounds. We have a core group of about twelve people who 
attend regularly, but at times we have had close to 25 people at a meeting.  
We begin our meetings with sung Vespers, led by Father Luke. (Yes, we are even accompanied by the harp!)  
This is followed by news of the monastery, and then we have some sort of discussion on monasticism or 
spirituality; at our last meeting, we discussed Aelred’s piece on “Oblate and Friend.” We usually have a handout 
that Luke prepares before the meeting to supplement the talk. Our meetings conclude with social time and snacks 
in the kitchen.  
Because we have Father Luke to lead our meetings, we do not have the same responsibilities for preparation and 
leading the Oblate group as so many others do. We feel so very blessed to have Luke present at our meetings; 
we always have very special and spirited discussions. We learn so much from his knowledge and we grow 
spiritually from his wisdom.  
 
From David Lyman, Pasadena Group:  
Our ecumenical group meets in different members' homes ten times a year.  We have a coordinator (that's me, 
this coming year) and we share with each other leading different sessions.  We meet for two hours each month.  
Some of us go back with each other as many as eighteen years in this group! We are currently ten (with three 
new members) and growing.  
This year we have studied the Rule, dividing it up by themes.  We open in prayer, conduct lectio on a passage 
from a current reading from the Lectionary, discuss our chapters in the Rule, and then share where we discern  
God's invitation to us in our individual lives - not necessarily in that order. We close with sung Compline.    
We do not have a monk present at our meetings.  One thought, however:  in being self-led, our bond is essentially 
to the Rule and the Abbey without that getting mixed up with an individual loyalty to one of the members of the 
Abbey.  (Those individual loyalties are there, but basically we have had to struggle with our own identity and 
loyalty to our community by the merits.) 
 
From Pat Erzinger, San Diego Group: 
Our group is small in number and relatively new. Father Simon started our San Diego chapter sometime in 2004, 
and most of our meetings were based on lectures and were very intellectual. We now have Father Damien with us 
and tend to have more personal discussion. We have gotten to know one another better and are truly bonding –
spiritually and emotionally; it is beautiful to behold.  
Our format always is to chant Evening Vespers and most recently we have begun a study of the Rule as it 
pertains to Oblates. The first paragraph provided much food for thought and lots of discussion. WE have a final 
prayer, followed by tear and refreshments (if anyone is inspired to provide something). Father Damien is a 
wonderful facilitator and we love him. We meet in the rector of Father Dennis Mikulanis at San Rafael parish; he is 
an Oblate.  
 

From Vicky McCargar, San Fernando Valley Group: 
The SFV Cell was founded in 1999 as a "daughter" of the Pasadena cell, and in March celebrated its 10th 

anniversary as a self-directed group. It was a wonderful validation of the possibilities of this "monkless" model. 
There are 15 members, all either oblates or observers.  Each monthly meeting is structured, comprising a short   
period of informal socializing and more formal "catching up,"  followed by Lectio Divina (we break into two smaller 
groups), and  study and discussion of a chapter of the Rule. We close with sung Compline.  Each month a pair of 
members or couple takes responsibility for the meeting -- selecting the Scripture for Lectio, preparing discussion 
points for RB, providing snacks, and chairing the meeting. Two true practitioners of Benedictine hospitality, Ron  
and Jody Berges, have opened their home in Toluca Lake to us since our foundation, and we have greatly 
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benefited from their long experience facilitating small Christian groups. We're looking forward to the next 10 years, 
and the next... 
 
From Hope and Tom Morrissey, Simi Valley Group:  

In May our Oblate group experienced group lectio, using a format taught by Fr. Luke, and the night prayer 
for Tuesday. In June we celebrated Mass with Fr. Matthew and then had a wonderful conference on "Jesus, our 
Summit & Source, in Eucharist and Liturgy.” 

Please continue to pray for our Oblates and families who have lost family members recently: 
Michael Ledesa (father), Janice Cole (mother), Mary Jo Rumblepetre (husband). 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Introducing…. 
In each newsletter, this section will include brief autobiographies of individual Oblates. This will help us to better 
know each other as unique persons as well as members of the greater community. 

 

 

 

      

 

 
Introducing: Vivian Costi, Antelope Valley Group   
(Vivian works in the Development Office at St Andrew’s and is our invaluable liaison with the monastery.) 
 

Until I was almost 10 years old, my family lived in a small Ohio town.  I am the oldest of four.  I had two 
sisters and a brother, Marsha, Pam, and Tom. Tom passed away during my son’s hospitalization.  Marsha was 
born the year we moved to California.  Pam and I are two years apart and we were inseparable tomboys. We 
spent most of our time on our grandparents’ farm, which was built in 1830. It was a mysterious, magical place.  It 
was a grand, 12-room house and said to be haunted.  Grandma had us convinced of that. We believed her 
because we heard odd things going bump in the night. It was our happy, free, fun-filled place except when we had 
to go down the spooky front hall to our bedroom.  So we held hands, counted to three, ran and hid our heads 
under the covers and slept until morning.  

My earliest memories are of the adventures we had on the farm, catching lightning bugs, climbing trees, 
making a fort under the weeping willow by the creek, sneaking into the corn crib or hay maul (which was always 
big trouble) and playing hide and seek in the corn fields.  We finally stayed out of the corn because my little sister 
would get lost and it scared me to not be able to find her.  We loved it when Grandpa let us stand behind the 
tractor seat when he went out into the fields to bring in the cows.  We loved spending time with him. He always 
put us up to things but told us to watch out for the General (Grandma) and made us laugh.  Grandma ruled our 
lives and that of our family.  She was a strict disciplinarian with very little humor and a Bible belt philosophy which 
she preached all day long.  We were always in “dutch.”  To be fair she gave us a choice of punishment.  We could 
go out and break off a willow switch or collect eggs.  We lived in terror of those blood-thirsty chickens so we 
always chose the switch.  Unless we were really bad-- then it was off to collect eggs.  She believed in “spare the 
rod, spoil the child” and she was good at it. 
 Grandma was a Nazarene and there was no question of our not being in Sunday School and church on 
Sunday and prayer meeting on Wednesday night.  The year that I was 10, I was sent to Summer Church Camp 
for two weeks.  The culmination of camp was the traditional camp meeting and revival.  It was held at dusk in a 
pasture with all of the kids from camp in a circle around a big bonfire.  This was the time that we were to accept 
Jesus as our personal savior and be reborn.  It was hypnotic and frightening.  That night changed my life.  The 
Jesus that I knew loved children and my childish heart was scared.  I was so sure Jesus didn’t want his children 
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crying, falling in a swoon.  I didn’t want anything to do with the Nazarene Church after that.  On a positive note, 
Grandma and that church did teach me to love Jesus and Scripture.  I am eternally grateful for that beginning. 
 I invented my own private religion that summer.  It was my secret.  I didn’t want to hurt Mom or Grandma.  
I chose my favorite scriptures and wrapped myself into their message.  The Lord’s Prayer, Matthew 17:20-22, the 
23

rd
 Psalm and the Beatitudes were my comfort and I slept with the Bible under my pillow.  Then I was safe. 

 Life changed dramatically that “Summer-Camp Summer of 1956.”  Dad moved us to California, away from 
our grandparents and the farm.  That was huge. Dad hadn’t played a very visible part in my life that I remember, 
until we moved away from Grandma.  Mom was very unhappy about the move and never let him forget it.  Eleven 
years after moving to California they were divorced. 
 Home after the move was angry, dysfunctional, abusive and unhappy.  As kids we all found our own way 
of coping and ways to avoid the parents.  We clung together, argued and made up, and tried to adjust to the 
changes.  I secretly hid and took comfort in my new faith foundation. Somehow, I stayed optimistic and happy 
most of the time, although I was rebellious.  I often got into deep water when I preached at Mom & Dad.  Dad told 
me that I was fanatical, defiant and sassy; “Kids speak when spoken to.”  But I was relentless, tenacious and, I’m 
embarrassed to say, openly judgmental and felt sorry for Mom and Dad.  More trouble. 

When I was 11, my girlfriend asked me to go with her to church one Saturday night. The moment I walked 
into that little church with the flickering candles, statues, and the smell of incense, I felt a coming home and I was 
changed that night.  I sat in the darkened church soaking it all in, making it my own, while she was in the 
confessional.  That church would four years later be my home parish.  I knew this was where I belonged.  In later 
years I came to realize that all of the friends I had were Catholic-- another nudge in the same direction  

Mom went to work when I was 12, leaving me responsible for the kids, dinners, and housekeeping. This 
scenario continued until I was 17 and left home.  I didn’t care much for my being assigned to be “reluctant 
mother.”  I wasn’t very nice to my poor long-suffering siblings.  As we grew up, they looked to me more than to 
Mom or Dad.  They remind me all the time that I am “Sis” and that I’ve never let go of the mothering.  They have 
forgiven me because they say I can’t help myself and love to tease me about it. 
 I started going to CCD on Tuesday nights with my future sister-in-law when I was 15.  My conversion 
process, at the encouragement of my local priest, was kept secret from my parents who would not have allowed 
it. I was conditionally baptized at Easter in my sophomore year.  I had been baptized at birth in the Methodist 
church at my paternal grandmother’s wishes and then in the Nazarene church at my maternal Grandma’s 
insistence.  

John and I dated though my high school years and married right after my graduation.  Over the years I 
learned how it felt to be loved, and to love unconditionally, from him.  He taught me patience, which I am still 
working on, and he gently nurtured me.  Within 22 months we had two sons.  Our “Angel” didn’t come along until 
five years later.  We had a wonderful 26 year marriage when God called him home suddenly. That was nearly 19 
years ago.   

I stayed home for 14 years raising the kids.  Stay-at- home moms were becoming passé but it was 
important to us.  We stayed involved with our kids through the Cub Scouts, Little League, dance classes, Friday 
night bingo team at our parish, parish life and high school sports.  Our children have given me seven of the best 
grandkids a grandma could hope for.   
 Two months after John died my sister-in-law and I came to Valyermo on a Women’s Retreat with our 
parish.  For the third time in my life I had a spiritual awakening.  Through the cloud of my grief I felt the peace of 
this place and I felt I had come home.  I belonged here.  Inside my dark cocoon of grief I felt a light of joy, and 
wonder filled me up, wonder that I could feel joy again.  The Holy Spirit wrapped me in his peace and I knew I 
would be back.  I have returned every December with that same group even though I moved to Lancaster in 1991.  
It was always difficult to leave the Abbey at the end of the retreats and the occasional day visits.  I felt my life 
would be enriched to be there everyday and it has been.  

I worked in the corporate world for many years until a merger ended that phase of my life. My sister saw 
an ad in the paper for a position and pushed me to apply, knowing how much the Abbey meant to me.  I was 
down to my last thousand dollars.  God provides!  I’m blessed to love my job, the place I work and the people I 
work for. The job offers such a variety of tasks and the opportunity to meet so many people, and as an incessant 
caretaker I love being able to help others.  For the past six years I have looked forward to coming to work every 
day.  Staying on the spiritual path can be difficult at times.  Being at the Abbey and daily mass encourages me, 
holds me up and fulfills me.    
 Looking back on the two great tragedies of my life, the loss of my husband and my son’s accident (my 
son Darren, an LAPD officer suffered major head trauma in a motorcycle accident), when I thought I couldn’t bear 
it, our benevolent God has reduced me, reshaped me, restored me and built me up.  I have been humbled by the 
frailty of life and taught once again to “Let go & let God.” Oh, I do slip back into fear and sadness from time to time 
but “HE” sustains me and guides me until I can stand again.  It’s a wonder, isn’t it?  My grandma used to quote 
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scripture like a scholar and tell me that HE won’t give you more than you can handle.  She often tested us with 
that adage but she was right.  The first line in the Prologue of the Rule, “Listen carefully, my son, to the master’s 
instructions, and attend to them with the ear of your heart” is life sustaining for me.  My answers have been there 
when I listen. 
 I was invited to attend the local oblate meeting about three years ago.  Fr Francis encouraged me to 
study the Rule. Fr Simon mentored me, answered my many questions, and inspired me.  I took some time for 
various reasons to ask to be accepted into the Novitiate. The journey is slowly ongoing.  In reading the Rule I 
have come to realize that my husband John and I both have had Benedictine hearts.  We just didn’t know what it 
was that we felt.  I know that I have been guided all along the way and that so many of my paths have all pointed 
in the same direction with quite a few detours.  I am where I am supposed to be right now.  
Vivian Costi, Obl Novice, O.S.B. 
 

 

 

Introducing Iris Macrina Houdyshel, Antelope Valley Group    
Every Journey Begins with a First Step 

       I am a city girl at heart. I was born and raised in the city of Los Angeles and have lived all of my 52 years in 
Los Angeles County. I have been fortunate to be able to visit many of the world’s  most fascinating cities, London, 
Paris, Rome, Florence, Venice, Moscow and even Novosibirsk, Siberia; part of my heart will always love the city. 

There is however, a peculiar insincerity built in to the very fabric of Los Angeles. The hustle and bustle of 
Southern California races along furiously behind the façade of a surreal, seemingly relaxed atmosphere, which in 

truth does not exist. This strange dichotomy set the rhythm of my life. “Hurry, hurry, hurry, but just don’t look 
hurried, harried or stressed,” could have been my motto. This way of thinking and living is false down to its roots; 

it has taken many years for me to understand this. This article is the story of the in-breaking of the Kingdom of 
God in my life and the special role of St. Andrew’s Abbey in my spiritual journey. 

      Gently, slowly, patiently, God has walked me into the desert. My husband and I moved to Lancaster with our 
young family in 1991. At that time I felt my attention drawn to a particular passage of scripture, Psalm 107:35-

38.This passage made very little sense to me at that moment, but I made careful note of it, sensing that it might 
become more clear over time. It has indeed. Let me share it with you here: 

 “He (God) turned the desert into springs of water and the 
parched ground into flowing springs; there He brought the hungry to 
dwell and they founded a city where they could settle. They sowed 
fields and planted vineyards and He blessed them, and their numbers 
greatly increased and He did not let their herds diminish.” 
      For a number of years amidst the hectic pace of working and raising our four children as well as encountering 
our share of the ups and downs of life, Psalm 107 made even less sense to me. Then between 2004 and 2006, 
our eldest daughter and her husband moved to the San Jose area, the first to leave our nest. Our second 
daughter was away at college, one of our sons was in a year long drug rehabilitation program and our youngest 
son was in troubled teen boarding school. Our nest was suddenly empty and I felt adrift; this is how God got my 
undivided attention. At that time, two important influences came to bear on my life. The first was my spiritual 
director, Fr. Jim, who helped me to take a serious reality check of my life. My husband and I had tried to build our 
life together in Christ with God as the center. That was our goal and desire from the beginning. We raised our 
children in the church with what we felt was a solid spiritual foundation but everything seemed to be unraveling. 
One of Fr. Jim’s early challenges to me was that I start making retreats at St. Andrew’s Abbey in order to begin to 
listen and hear God clearly. The Abbey was the second important influence that God arranged for me to 
encounter at an especially uncomfortable time in my life. 
    My life had been so busy and so typically Southern California “fast track” that I could only just barely hear the 
voice of God my Abba, my creator and redeemer. St. Andrew’s Abbey has been the place where God took me 
aside, alone, to remind me of His love for me and his desire for all His loved ones, even me, to spend time in His 
presence. Over the last few years, as I made retreats, attended Mass and prayed the liturgy of the hours here at 
the Abbey with the entire community, the monks, oblates and friends of the Abbey, this desert refuge became my  
spiritual home. In a spiritual sense, God had made the desert flow with springs of water for me as in Psalm 107. 
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    Nearly two years ago I spoke with Fr. Matthew about becoming an oblate novice, and he helped me get started 
attending the  monthly Antelope Valley Oblate Formation classes. I became an oblate novice on Pentecost 
Sunday 2008. For the last year Fr. Phillip has faithfully met with me nearly every month, patiently answered my 
questions, and guided my spiritual reading. I am so blessed to have had him as part of my spiritual formation! As 
Pentecost approached this year Fr. Phillip and I discussed the timing of making my final oblation and he 
suggested that I find a saint for my Oblate name. 
      I have a special love for Eastern Christianity. My university training is as an historian and the fact that the 
Eastern Churches (Byzantine, Syrian Orthodox, etc.) and the Western Church (Roman Catholic) were originally 
one church for a thousand years is not lost on me.   I did not have to search long or hard to find a patroness for 
my final oblation. Several years ago, I read a book called The Forgotten Desert Mothers: Sayings, Lives, and 
Stories of Early Christian Women by Laura Swan OSB. In both Eastern and Western Christianity the Desert 
Fathers and their wisdom is well known and often quoted, but we don’t hear much about the desert mothers. That 
is not because they had nothing to say but because much of what they said was not preserved in writing. One of 
these women about whom some writing was actually done is St. Macrina (the younger). 
      Macrina (b. 347ce) was the eldest sister in a large family. Her siblings include St. Basil (later known as the 
Great) and St. Gregory of Nyssa. Both of them became serious in their Christian faith into which they were 
baptized, and both became priests and later bishops due to the persistent influence of Macrina. Macrina is often 
given the title “the Teacher.” She was spiritual mentor, called Amma, not only to her family of origin but to a large 
group of women who gathered around her, desiring to live a life focused on God.  
      I am a teacher by profession, and I am and will always be a (bossy) big sister to my siblings. These factors as 
well as the fact that St. Macrina and her brothers established their monastic foundations on either side of 
the River Iris in Cappadocia (modern Turkey) endeared her to me. I could not think of a more appropriate 
patroness. On Pentecost Sunday, May 31, 2009, supported by St. Macrina’s prayers and the faithful prayers of  
the monks, my oblate brothers and sisters, and so many dear friends of the Abbey, I joyfully and nervously made 
my final oblation. I promised to God  that morning, as so many others have over the centuries, “the reformation of 
my life, and the service of  God and humanity according to the Rule of our Holy Father Benedict, insofar as my 
state in life permits…”  and with those words,I took the first step into a new chapter of my spiritual journey. 
 
 

 

 

Introducing Mary Rose Betten, Camarillo Group   

 

I was born the youngest girl to a family of seven brothers and two sisters on a Southern Illinois farm. My brothers 
and sisters crowded round were my first audience.   Our house was loud and happy.  In the forties my brothers 
went off to war and I remember the house seeming terribly quiet and how proud we were of the five stars hanging 
in the window. 
     I auditioned for the chorus of the Saint Louis Municipal Opera and didn’t get it, which is good since I don’t 
know how I thought I’d commute from the farm in Illinois. 
     I went to a different school each year of high school and graduated from Notre Dame Academy. The week 
after graduation I went off to New York.  I have no idea what I thought I would do for a living because I couldn’t 
type or take shorthand.  I got a job taking reservations for American Airlines and commuted to Flushing from 
Manhattan.  For months I assumed they meant Flushing was growing rapidly; I was stunned to find out it was an 
actual place name. 
     My first year in New York while attending mass at St. Ignatius on Park Avenue I met Barry and Joan Ulanov, 
and with others we founded the St. Thomas More Society, which proved to be the beginning of my faith formation.  
I was their first hagiographer and don’t ask how long it took me to figure out that meant reporting on the lives of 
the saints. Most of the time I couldn’t understand what was being discussed but I got to know Fr. Dan Berrigan, 
S.J. and he helped me understand I would not feel a part of New York at first but after a time it would become a 
part of me and that is exactly what happened. I was deeply influenced by the Jesuits and their discussions of the   
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life of Sir Thomas More because in those years I listened well.  Years later when I became a Benedictine Oblate I 
was thrilled to learn the first word of our rule is “listen.” 
     I have no idea how or why I became an actress but one day my brother came to visit and thought I seemed 
unhappy.   If I had a choice, if I could dream it…what did I want to do?  Without batting an eye I answered, “I want 
to be an actress.”  He advised me to find out what it takes to be an actress and then do anything I had to do - 
even if it meant scrubbing toilets - and become an actress.  Sorry to be crude but that’s what the man said.  And 
that’s what I did.   
     Getting a job in acting is far more difficult than scrubbing toilets.  It took forever to get my first speaking part, 
and once that happened I was hooked and most of all I learned to pray.  No way could I have lasted in that field 
without my faith.  I wrote my one-woman show on Mary Magdalene while performing in “Guys & Dolls,” at the L.A. 
Music Center with Milton Berle.  I sincerely think I got the feeling for Magdalene as the 13

th
 apostle by hearing the 

cast sing and dance about their floating crap game.  I was deeply affected by The Magdalene ministering of her 
sustenance, and being cured of seven devils.  After opening The Magdalene in New York at The Cathedral of St. 
John the Divine, I took it to Europe and even got to perform at Taize (though many people didn’t understand 
English) and also at the Los Angeles County Jail, where they understood English alright, while guards aimed 
loaded guns at the captive audience at all times. 
     I’m retired from acting and write full time. My husband, Dr. Pat Mitchell, and I belong to the Camarillo Oblate 
group. We meet at Dr. Paul Ford’s house and at last I completely understand what is going on. My husband and I 
give an annual Story Workshop at the Abbey.  Perhaps what I love most about being a professed Oblate is certain 
knowledge I will be buried at St. Andrew’s with lots of like-minded brothers and sisters gathered round. Something 
about that seems totally divine. 
         

 

 

 
 
 
 
 

Reflections 
This section of our newsletter will be comprised of reflections based on Scripture and the Rule of St Benedict, 
each one written by a different Oblate member. 
 
 

Reflection: What is an Oblate?  Freddy Bee, Los Angeles  
 

     Oblates, by definition, are people who have offered their whole lives, in a significantly spiritual sense, to a 
monastery. We have not offered our lives simply to God, though that will become the ultimate, final objective of 
our self-surrender. Many devout and saintly people, who are not Benedictine, offer their lives to God.  We have 
offered it to a place where men live a regular life, in the full hope and expectation that they themselves will draw 
closer to God by the training (ascesis) to which they subject themselves. We have offered our lives to be 
patterned after theirs as our state in life allows. 
     As a result, I have always thought of an oblate as someone who has vowed to lead a regular life, in both 
senses of the word: 
 REGULAR = structured and organized, with a routine designed to create time spent with  God, time for 
spiritual growth. In this respect, we should notice how often the word "regular" appears in St. Andrew’s Oblate 
Constitutions.  
 REGULAR = governed by a rule, in Latin a REGULA. For Benedictine oblates, the Regula to be followed 
above all others is the Regula Sancti Benedicti. 
  
     When I became an oblate novice several years ago, Fr. Simon told me to read Chapter 4 of the Rule, Quae 
Sunt Instrumenta Bonorum Operum, and to select for myself a few injunctions (addressing my own personality, 
my own failings and my need for spiritual growth), that would become for me a personal life rule. I did this and 
even had my selection printed on cards, so that it is always with me and forms the basis of my daily examination 
of conscience. 
     I suspected, however, that I needed to go another step forward, making the Benedictine regula my norm by 
making a personal rule in terms of organizing my time.  
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     The Oblate Constitutions of St. Andrew’s are written down as our guide and were evidently given a great deal 
of thought. If we look at the obligations of an oblate, laid out by the Oblate Constitutions, these include: 
     - daily contemplative prayer, including silence 
     - daily Lectio Divina  
     - daily praying of "some part of the Divine Office" in the spirit of Lectio Divina 
     - prayer for St. Andrew's, its community, for its work and for vocations 
     - regular (daily, if possible) reception of the Eucharist 
     - regular celebration of the Sacrament of Reconciliation (evidently not for protestant oblates,     
       for whom an examination of conscience would be the equivalent) 
     - simplification of life, both in terms of use of resources and in terms of use of time 
     - generosity to others, with both resources and time 
     - special observation of Sunday 
     - regular participation in the life of the oblate community, as circumstances permit 
     - regular participation in the life of the monastery, including at least one retreat per year 
  
     The way in which any individual oblate can meet these expectations will obviously vary by his/her 
circumstances. When I was unemployed for more than two years, I used to pray Vigils, Lauds, Vespers and 
Compline in full every day; when I retire, I hope I will again. Now, I work twelve or more hours each day, so that I 
have more limited time for the Office. I have created an alternative pattern for myself that fits within my working 
life; and even that has to allow for some variation, if unexpected time demands arise.  
      But I feel that I, as an oblate, should seriously think about the type of life the Oblate Constitutions asks me to 
adopt and make a mini "RULE" for myself to create a regular life, which will account for many, if not all, of the 
topics in the Constitutions. That to me has become the core difference between friend and oblate. A friend loves 
and admires the Benedictine way of approaching conversatio morum. An oblate studies, adopts, embraces and 
practices the basic Benedictine structure as his/her own path towards feeling and manifesting greater love for 
God and for neighbor. 
     The Constitutions are written with great gentleness: “Nothing harsh or oppressive.” There is no demand that 
we each perform specific acts, rather a suggestion that these tools will offer us a healthy way of spiritual living. 
The document speaks to us mildly: “Specific practices which characterize the oblates’ reformation of life include 
the following…” We oblates are expected to take the suggestions seriously, to decide as responsible individuals 
what we each can accomplish, but we are not pressured.  
      Again, the oblate clearly has much more flexibility than a professed monk. That's why we are not "mini 
monks." If we are unable to keep our committed regular life for a few days, for reasons we can't control or just 
because we get extra tired, God is not going to smite us and we have only to answer to ourselves. We are each 
our own abbot, unless we have a Spiritual Director who acts as our guide. But adopting such a spiritual life plan 
and vowing to keep it seem to be key concepts that make the act of oblation a vital and binding step in a life of 
spiritual growth. 
  

 
 

Reflection on the Rule   Beverly Ingram, Apple Valley  

The Rule of Benedict explains how to pray the Divine Office in chapters 8-19.  To live in the world with a family 
and a job in the 21st century and faithfully pray the Divine Office everyday has its challenges.  I would like to offer 
some possible ways of praying “incorrectly,” but with a heart of love. 
    The monks are very blessed because they have the opportunity to pray correctly with their whole heart every 
single day. We who live in the world, who desire to pray without ceasing, have to struggle to find Benedictine 
balance and moderation.  The monks may have to contend with whatever internal struggles happen during 
scheduled liturgy, but seldom are they interrupted because they have to run and grab the cat who is trying to spit 
up a fur ball on their son’s band uniform while he is doing his final practicing with that cursed metronome clicking.  
I suspect that Third Order Franciscans are given more graces to be gentle with the cat, but we Benedictine 
Oblates are able to return to prayer more quickly as if nothing happened because we show instant mutual 
obedience to the demands of the cat without grumbling.   
    We should pray however we can!  We are called to faithfully pray as our state in life permits.  We are to treat all 
with respect and as Christ.  We must never use our hectic lives as an excuse not to pray. We must always be 
willing to set aside what we are doing and fulfill the responsibilities of our primary vocation. If God wanted all of us 
to be monks, then he would have called us and given us the grace to say yes. To be the hands and feet of Christ 
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in the world and help one another is also a form of prayer.  One must pray for the grace of self-discipline.  Strive 
to be honest with yourself and God and make a reasonable commitment to a constantly faithful stable prayer life. 
Flexibility is essential when you do not have bells ringing at the same time everyday to call you to prayer.   
     God cares more about our desire to please him than our success.   Both our desire to please him and our 
success are a gift from God.  Discipline yourself to pray some portion of the Divine Office everyday.  Never 
become so rigid that if God sweeps you away to caress your soul, you tell him, “No I am not going there because I 
have four more psalms before I have to leave for work.”  Out of love for the people who depend on you, leave for 
work on time, but let God have his way with you.  There is absolutely nothing you can do to achieve 
contemplation.  If God wills it, rest in his presence. Until then pray the word of God knowing at least intellectually 
that you are in God’s presence constantly and that your prayer is pleasing to him.  Do not cling to the words of the 
psalms so tightly that you miss the WORD, which is made flesh and dwells within you.  It is all about having a 
loving relationship with God.  That is why we pray, and not just to fulfill an obligation which as Oblates we are not 
even bound to.  If we truly have offered ourselves to God, then it is “no longer I but Christ who lives within me that 
prays through me.”  Every aspect of our lives is prayer when it is offered to God.  The only exception is sin, but 
even that can be redemptive and transformative when God gives us the gifts of contrition and forgiveness.   
    These are some practical ways that I have been able to faithfully squeeze Morning and Evening prayer and 
frequently even part of the Office of Readings, the mass readings of the day, a portion of the Rule, and Compline 
into very busy days for the past few years.  Wake up a half hour earlier than you used to even when you don’t 
want to.  When the gift of uninterrupted time is given, focus your entire attention on prayer.  When absolutely 
necessary, be ok with doing more than praying.  Invite God into the bathroom with you as you are getting ready 
for work.  He is there already anyway.  He is not shocked or offended.  He made you the way you are!  The real 
goal is spiritual nakedness, which allows God to remove all that separates you from him.  Be open and let him 
take away whatever is necessary for union with him.  It is ok to pray while eating.  Spiritual and physical bread 
can be consumed simultaneously when necessary.  If God and nature call to you in the middle of the night, then 
pray part of the office of readings and lectio yourself back to sleep or to where ever God leads.  This half awake 
state of mind renders you very receptive to God.  Pray from memory bits and pieces of God’s word that he gives 
you throughout the day.  Let the Holy Spirit constantly intercede for you. 
    If you do not have the possibility of praying the liturgy that the monks use with other members of the Body of 
Christ, then use the book “Christian Prayer,” or the more portable “Shorter Christian Prayer,” or the less portable 
four volume office.  Here are some other options thanks to God and modern technology.  This is a web site that 
has the office: www.universalis.com.  I can get it anywhere on my iBook, cell phone, or my iPod Touch.  You don’t 
even need to turn on the lights if God calls you to pray in the dark of night.  As a recovering dyslexic I frequently 
am able to pray more freely if I listen to the prayers and pray along.  If you can recall your early childhood (or my 
case even late childhood), there were probably times when you were “reading” along with the class even though 
you had no idea where they were in the book.  All you have to do is say the words slightly late and the teacher 
has no idea how hopelessly lost you really are.  If this does not seem proper to you or you are a visual learner, 
you can read along with the oral recording.  You can listen directly from the web site or subscribe to a free 
podcast.  You can also make it even more portable and down load it to an iPod or MP3 player.  Technology even 
allows you to play it on your car stereo from your iPod.  You must trust and pray that God will not take you away 
to a state of rapture while driving out of love for the rest of the people on or near the road.  These are also some 
good web sites: http://divineoffice.org and http://psp.libsyn.com.  They are also on iTunes. 
    Once again let me say that these suggestions are far from the best, and certainly not the most pious ways of 
praying.  If you can pray with perfect form with a community everyday, then you are truly blessed.  This is simply 
what has worked for me for the past few years.  I fully realize that it is like a simple minded child giving her daddy 
a crayon scribbled picture that was lovingly made, and hoping that it will make it to the side of the refrigerator at 
least until something more perfect can be offered.   
 

 

 
Scripture Reflection   Mary Kauffman, Orange County  

Psalm 19A— 
“The heavens proclaim the glory of God… 
No speech, no word, no voice is heard                                                            
Yet their span extends through all the earth, 
Their words to the utmost bounds of the earth.” 
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God speaks through the visible creation; the stars in the heavens constitute a divine concrete language, if 
only we take time to read it. 

Word, words, word. Many years ago, I asked one of my Korean sons, who was still in the early phases of 
English learning, to get me a screwdriver. “Do you want plus or minus?” he asked. Plus or minus? What was he 
talking about? There is a Philips head and a…..oh, wait a minute. I first thought of the names but then let the 
actual screwdriver come to mind, and then I saw—yes, the screwdriver ends looked like our familiar math signs 
after all. But because I thought of them by name only, I didn’t really see them. The names or words became a 
filter that blocked out physical essence. Because my son did not know the technical names for the tools, his 
seeing was original and direct. My vision was word-logged. 

I love language; words are important to me. We need language to make sense of the world.  But 
sometimes words get in the way; the constant chatter in my head can negate my awareness of the present 
moment. Words can substitute for seeing. I can use the abstraction of language to keep the physical world around 
me at a safe, indirect distance. I can use the label or name for something and miss the something. But then I miss 
the physical reality of the Incarnation, incarnate yes in Christ, but also the incarnation of the holy creativity of the 
Father in the gift of the physical world to us, in all its awesome beauty. The Creator speaks to us daily in a 
universal, concrete language. My vision is indeed dulled and over-clogged with words if each day I do not have at 
least a quick sense of overwhelming awe at the night sky’s vast fires, the sun’s warmth, the bird’s song, my cat’s 
feline grace, the beauty in the kitchen table’s wood grain. The Benedictine emphasis on silence helps me with 
this; times of external quiet can be mirrored in interior quiet---the quiet that is needed for listening and seeing.  
Stop. See.  

This psalm turns me to the elegant conversation God is having with us through his works. Am I paying 
attention? Prayer can move past words, past rote, and at times be a conscious awareness of God in other forms 
in my universe. The Divine Artist reveals himself through his Art. I meditate on the eye of the psalmist, the vision 
of the artist, and share for at least a few moments his vision of God’s ongoing, always-present message: “Day 
unto day takes up the story/and night unto night makes known the message.”  
 
 

 
Scripture Reflection  Jim Ferrara, San Diego  

 
The Lord’s Prayer overlaid with the seven sacraments: 

OUR FATHER, who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name. 
  Thy kingdom come (BAPTISM:  In Jesus’ Light, in my faith, I see the Holy Trinity within my soul. Within my soul, 
Jesus’ most LOVING HEART is a burning furnace of most pure loving LIGHT, a burning furnace with Jesus 
enthroned upon His Cross of Light. Jesus’ Cross of light draws and radiates all goodness within Himself).  
  Thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven (CONFIRMATION: Jesus sends me the Holy Spirit, to guide me).  
  Give us this day our daily bread (EUCHARIST: Jesus’ Body nourishes),  
  And forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive those who trespass against us (RECONCILATION: Jesus’ Blood 
cleanses). 
  And lead us not into temptation (MARRIAGE or ORDINATION: Jesus promotes family, defends spousal union, 
and replicates Himself),  
  But deliver us from evil (ANOINTING: Jesus’ Blood cleanses my soul of all sin and is reparation for sin). 
 
 
 
 

       
 
 
 

Reflection: The Day God Went Surfing   Michael Mullard, Orange County 
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I love to spend time at the beach and on the water. I really find God's presence there.  Whether I am 
sailing, body surfing or boogie boarding, the exhilaration of riding the waves and feeling the wind on my back 
makes me feel completely alive! For me, there is something primal about being at the ocean.  It feeds my soul 
and renews my mind like few other places.  The ocean leads me inward and opens me up to the deepest parts of 
myself where God dwells.  The ocean opens me up to prayer. 

 How often do we quietly wait in the early morning stillness, watching for a well shaped wave to come and 
pick us up, hurling our bodies in a mosh pit of foam, seaweed, sand, and cold saltiness, toward the shore, finally 
crashing over us as we totally surrender ourselves to the watery confusion.  Then, once regaining our balance, we 
exalt in the mighty power of God's creativity and realize that it is but a dim mirror of the majesty of his Divine 
Presence.   

I think that if Jesus were alive today, he would be a surfer because surfing is the perfect balance of silent 
waiting and action.  And Jesus lived the perfect balance of the active life and the contemplative life. 
 
Contemplative Prayer and Action 

Jesus, in his ministry of words and works, was the perfect balance of silent prayer or contemplation, and 
action.  How often we hear of Jesus retiring to the desert to fast and pray for a significant period of time.  Before 
all of the major events in his public ministry, he took the time to retreat and enter deeply into God's radiant 
presence before giving himself completely in service to others. 

In the lives of the Desert Fathers, those early Christians who fled to the desert from the decadent 
societies of their time, there was a strong awareness of the need for both action and receptivity in order to live a 
balanced spiritual life. 

One of the earliest Desert Fathers was St. Anthony of Egypt.  There is a great story about him that talks 
about the need for balance in the spiritual life: 
"Once when the holy Abba Antony was living in the desert, his soul was troubled by boredom and his thoughts 
were confused.  And he said to God:  'Lord, I want to be saved and my thoughts do not let me.  What am I to do in 
this trouble, how shall I be saved?'  And rising up after a little while, he began to go outside.  And he saw 
someone like himself sitting down and at work, then standing up to pray; then sitting down again to weave a row 
of palm leaves, and again standing up to pray.  It was an angel of the Lord sent to correct Antony and make him 
careful. And he heard the voice of the angel saying: 'Do this and you will be saved.'  When he heard the angel, he 
was very glad and recovered his confidence.  And he did what the angel had done, and found the salvation which 
he was seeking."  
 This movement between action and prayer formed one of the core practices of monasticism in both the Eastern 
and Western Churches. It has also formed one of the core practices of my spiritual life.  

When I was a senior in high school, the Lord called me to a life of deep prayer in him.  I found a book by 
Thomas Merton and I was totally hooked.  As I began to spend more time in prayer, meditating on scripture, and 
reading all of the Christian mystics, I noticed that I was changing, growing.  This change was so slow and 
imperceptible that I was not even aware of it until I began to look back at my life.  I noticed that I was more able to 
control my anger and calm my fears.  I was growing in faith and trust.  My friendships and relationships were 
deepening, and the Lord was able to use me more and more to serve his people.  I think that I had found one of 
the core truths of the spiritual life: the more that one moves inward and enters deeply into the stillness and the 
presence of God, the more that God gives one the desire to move outward, to heal and serve his people.  
 
Prayer and Work 
Some people feel that there is a split between prayer and work: that somehow work, or action, isn't really prayer.  
I think that they balance one another; and neither is possible in its fullness without the other.  The surfer is the 
prime example.  He or she must wait with silent attention to know when to start paddling to catch the wave.  If 
they are not paying full attention and waiting, the wave will pass under them or break over them and they will have 
missed the opportunity.  So it is with prayer.  It is those periods of time during the day when we stop, even for a 
few moments, and come back into God's presence, that allow us to catch the wave and ride it to the end of our 
day, which helps turn our work into prayer. 

Perhaps it is also true that if we are giving our total attention to whatever task we are working on, and 
doing it as a way to praise and honor God, and also putting ourselves in the presence of God, then our action can 
become prayer. This was the work of Brother Lawrence, the simple, 17

th
 century French Carmelite who his 

superiors thought would never amount to anything.  They thought that he was a "loser," and gave him the lowly 
job of being the cook for the other brothers.  His practice of the presence of God took him to the heights of love 
and awareness of God's presence in his life.  His book on the spiritual life has become one of the classics of 
western spirituality. 
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I think that the real movement of the spiritual life is the movement from "doing" to "being."  Jesus' life and 
words teach us what to say and do.  When we live in him and he in us, our actions are not ego-driven and done 
for our own glory, but for his. The more that one engages in prayer, the more that one BECOMES prayer itself, 
and takes on the image and likeness of God.  Then our ministry, whether it be at the office, at school, in our 
families, on the job site, or in the marketplace of life, is totally energized by the love of God flowing through us. It's 
all about oneness with the object of our love: God.  And this requires a heart that has been softened through on-
going conversion.  

Like sailing, surfing, or even just walking on the beach at sunset, growth in the spiritual life is both a life-
time journey and the journey of a lifetime. Hopefully, I'll see you out there with me sometime, though I mostly body 
surf these days.  By the way, look for Jesus as you walk along the shore.  You can't miss him.  He's the one who 
is walking on the water, board under his arm, out to where the big waves are.  

Happy surfing!  
 
 


