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“I AM THE LORD!” 1
You shall love me with your whole heart, with your whole soul, with your whole mind and with all your strength. 2
“I AM THE LORD!

I your God, am a jealous God. 3
“I AM THE LORD!”

“Blessed are you, O Lord, 

In the holy temple of Your glory;

and worthy to be praised and glorified forever.” 4
YOU ARE THE LORD!

“Glory be to the Father, and to the Son,

And to the Holy Spirit…

Who is worthy to be praised and glorified forever.” 5
YOU ARE THE LORD!

This is the essence, and the radical explanation for the cloistered contemplative life: THE LORD IS GOD, AND WORTHY TO BE PRAISED AND GLORIFIED FOREVER.  In the modern age, even among devout Christians and clergy, there has been a certain embarrassment about the fact that men and women still separate themselves from the world by walls and grilles, and rules – and that most formidable barrier, silence – to pursue an enigmatic goal called contemplation.  Many expected Vatican II to “liberate” cloistered religious; some were disappointed when it did not.  In fact, it threw the cope of its ecclesial authority around them, making even more secure their freely chosen, and consecrated “imprisonment.” 6   It exalted them before the contemporary Church, and the world, as distinguished members of Christ, and the glory of Holy Church.7

The pious, but world-conscious, have felt the need to offer some apologetic for the apparent, but unreal, “uselessness” of the Church’s contemplatives.  “We must approach the world on its own terms,” they seem to say, “and show that our monks and nuns are really doing something, despite appearances to the contrary.”  So we have flying about our sated ears such parables and parallels as: a cloistered monastery is a dynamo of grace; the prayers of the religious continually procure God’s help for the world.  Or cloistered nuns are like Moses on the mountain with arms outstretched in supplication, as the people of God do battle in the world; if they stop praying, we will be defeated.  And again, cloistered religious may be compared to the handful of just men for whose sake God would have spared the city of Sodom; if monks and nuns did not do penance, the just wrath of God would devour the world.  And so on, and on in a similar vein.

No such “justification” would be thought necessary if ours were a basically religious culture.  In deed, the Fathers of monasticism would no doubt be appalled that anyone, much less a Christian, should feel obliged to defend the absolute search for God.8
But we have been unmistakably tainted by the activist, materialism of our day.  We fear to lose face in a society feverish with “doing” and forgetful of “being.”  The prevalent ideal at its purest is one of benevolent and beneficial service to mankind.  From this follow the arguments for the cloistered contemplative life.  When we have proved to our satisfaction that monks and nuns are actively serving mankind, though in a silent and invisible way, we feel that their way of life, and our sympathy with it, are properly vindicated.

This attitude is understandable, and its propositions are valid, as regards the humanitarian functions of cloistered religious.  But the error of the attitude is precisely this: that it is based on function rather than essence.  It is true that a cloistered monastery is a citadel of prayer and penance, a powerhouse of efficacious grace for the whole world; but that is the overflow, the by-product, as it were, of the essential objective, the GLORY OF GOD.  Man has a higher obligation than the welfare of his own kind, for God Himself has made him the keeper of His honor.


The “Why” of the cloistered contemplative life is answered, then, by the supreme majesty of Almighty God, He who is worthy to be praised and glorified forever and ever – and this WITHOUT ANY NECESSITY WHATSOEVER FOR REFERENCE TO MAN. It is the uncompromising “Why?” of the Hebraic holocaust – that offering to God which was not returned for the use of the people, nor even reserved for the priests, but destroyed and wholly consumed by fire to proclaim the sovereignty of God.  It is the poignant “Why” of a costly perfume charging the air with spice and tears as it spilled unmeasured over the feet of Christ.  It is the lyric “Why” of “…the solitary flower of the mountains, far up at the fringe of eternal snows, that has never been looked upon by the eye of man; …the unapproachable beauty of the poles and deserts of  the earth that remain forever useless for the service and purposes of man…”9

In Heaven there is an hierarchy of angelic spirits: some are for the service of man – messengers and guardians; others are concerned with, and consumed by the ceaseless cry of worship: Holy, holy holy is the Lord God Almighty; worthy are You, O Lord our God, to receive glory and honor, and power forever and ever.10  There are no burrs in the angelic intelligence.  Angels know the end for which they were created; those who deliberately renounced this end in favor of their own glory have now a separate place of their own, with their lord, Lucifer. But we, made by God just a little less than the angels,11 have a tendency to forget the absolute allegiance we owe to our Sovereign Lord.  He has poured Himself out in divine benevolence to such a degree, that we have come to take His goodness somewhat for granted, abetting a certain blindness to His holy and terrible right to demand an heroic return.

But this is the source of the contemplative vocation: God’s unalienable right to have His will done on earth as it is in Heaven.  And He wills necessarily His own glory.  He wills, then, to choose from among the children of men, seraphs on earth – the souls whose entire being is a perpetual libation of praise.  The Vows of Profession in a contemplative order establish the soul in this state of divine worship.  The true contemplative does not simply pray, but by her professional consecration she is a prayer, an incarnate “Alleluia!”
By her state she acclaims before heaven and earth: Holy and terrible is God and worthy of praise and glory forever!

All the individual and concrete elements of the monastic life are caught up and absorbed into this central and essential cursus toward God and His glory.  Chastity, poverty, obedience; prayer, penance, labor; silence, solitude, study; the work of the mind, of the heart, of the hands; all attune the soul to the call of God.  And to answer with loving surrender, the call of the adorable and indwelling Trinity, is committed to His transforming action.  He is glorified where he may reproduce, as it were, the glory of Christ in souls.  The worship of the contemplative soul is, then, the supreme and eternal worship of Christ.  For this reason, united to Christ, she cries out in contemplative prayer, “Glorify me, Father, that I may glorify Thee!”  Unite me to Thee, O my God, that You may be glorified on earth in me.

Strictly speaking, the contemplative owes nothing to mankind.  Her debt is the debt of mankind to its God.  Strictly speaking: that is, speaking as does the post-concilliar Church when she defines her contemplatives as those who give themselves to God alone.12
To speak thus we set aside the generality of human interdependence and mutual responsibility; the generic law that constitutes us as our brothers’ keeper, and seize upon the specific character of holiness which God bestows with the call to contemplative life – holiness in the biblical sense of “otherness,” “apartness,” that quality of being reserved for an end that is utterly divine.  This call and this bestowal do not dispense the contemplative from her responsibility to her fellows.  Such would be allied to the pharisees’s cry of “corban!” as he turned in his haughty piety from from his hungry kin.  Rather, the debt of man to man is absorbed, transformed, reborn to the higher life of a more comprehensive commitment; it does not cease to exist in the contemplative soul because she no longer discharges it at the human level.  Nor is it any less paid in full.  To think so is to fall into the restless mass of surface-dwellers, and join their hollow cry: “What does it do? What does it do?” – incapable as they are of even conceiving the question, “What is it?”  Often in our day it is to be caught by the very alluring but unsubstantial bait of contemporary spiritual jargon (already grown trite in many cases) and landed from the depth of sound theological insight into the noxious air of superficial innovation.  Actually, innovation is an inaccurate term, for most errors are basically as old as the faith itself.  So too is this “new Commandment”: love and serve your neighbor as though he were your God, with your whole mind and heart and soul and strength: and as for God, he is irrelevant apart from this fraternal encounter of man with man.

The truth of the question as it concerns cloistered contemplative life should, in view of what has been said, evade only those who think on the surface of the issue – if indeed they can be said to think at all.  

Concern for mankind, and the obligations of love it imposes, live on, but in nobler guise, in the souls of the “undivided ones.”13  The contemplative has been chosen out of the world to tend to those things which are above, where Jesus Christ is seated at the right hand of the Father.14  This is her apologia, her reason for being.  If there is in the world a collective mind that will not concede the right of God to this “human sacrifice,” there is for the contemplative life no other argument that will be, nor will remain pertinent nor meaningful.


Blessed Elizabeth of the Trinity, a young cloistered nun of our own century, has captured the essence of the contemplative vocation and distilled it to the single, definitive phrase, “TO BE A PRAISE OF THE GLORY OF THE MOST HOLY TRINITY.”15  Her prayer to the Trinity can well be called the universal cry of truly contemplative souls:

O my God, Trinity whom I adore,…bury me in Thee, as 
changeless and as calm as though my soul were already in 

Eternity…. May I at every moment penetrate more deeply 

into the depths of Thy mystery!...

Father,…behold in me none other than Thy Beloved Son, in

Whom Thou has set all Thy pleasure…

My Christ,…identify my soul with the movements of Thine

own…

Spirit of Love!  Descend within me and reproduce in me, as

it were an incarnation of the Word, that I may be to Him 

another humanity wherein He renews His whole mystery!...

My ‘Three’, my All, my Beatitude,…I yield myself to Thee

…that I may be buried in Thee, until I depart to contemplate

In Thy Light the abyss of Thy greatness!”16
The emphasis cannot be eluded: union with Christ; immersion in the Godhead; the motive of being always, PRAISE.  Contemplatives have no illusion about obtruding themselves upon the Divine Family.  God is eternally triune; no fourth party can be tolerated.  Incorporation into the Word is the stratagem of fusion.  “Through Him, and with Him, and in Him,” is all honor and glory given to God the Father with the Holy Spirit.17

Is the challenging cry of the counciliar age, “Come down from your ivory tower; involve yourself!” addressed to contemplative religious?  In its broader and nobler sense of abandoning selfish and certain, snobbish, spiritual eclectism, definitely, yes.  In its superficial, and sadly  more common, sense of abandoning the cloister and all it implies, no.  For the “tower” of the true contemplative is God Himself, from Whom she may in no wise detach herself if she would remain faithful to the sublime office given her by the Holy Church.

The form and scope of the so-called active religious life is changing and expanding.  The Sister in the world is called upon more and more to be just that – in the world.  And yet, this movement (the expediency of which shows itself already doubtful at best, but which can be judged ultimately only by future generations) is absolutely without prejudice the vocation to the cloistered contemplative, whose expansion must be ever toward God, GOD, G O D !18

Dilation of soul and altrucentricity are the inevitable companions of a sincere search for God.  “The deeper we enter into the presence of God within ourselves the deeper and more universal will be our love for others, the deeper will we feel fraternity with all:…


To seek God within ourselves then will not make us self-centered individualists.  Rather will it make us conscious, as nothing else could, of the union of our hearts with all other hearts, make us think and love and pray in terms of the whole Church of God (cf. Lumen Gentium, 46).  So it is with the saints”19  Here is another of the seemingly numberless paradoxes of the spiritual life: only in the measure that she enters into herself, will the contemplative move out into the realm of Infinity.  The God before Whom she is habitually bowed down in praise is Emmanuel – the indwelling Trinity.  And for the increasing interiorization that is progress in perfection of her state, the cloister is an essential means.  Real, material, and perpetual separation from the world; a strictly monastic discipline which fosters the tranquility of order – these are substantial elements of the climate proper to contemplation.20

Is this to say that the inviolability of the cloister is secure; that the sun will never rise on enclosure doors swung wife and contemplative nuns “set free”?  With all that is bizarre in fallen human nature, we dare not say it.  But it must be said that on that day a vital organ of the living Church shall have died, and mankind shall have failed in its most sacred duty.


But we have a higher hope; one thing we ask of the Lord, this we seek; that we may dwell in the house of the Lord always.  That we may see the full measure of the Lord’s goodness, and visit Him in the temple of His glory.  In the evil day He will hide us in His dwelling; He will protect us in hidden places in His house.  We will go about raising a clamor of joy, singing and reciting psalms to the Lord.  Our hearts will speak to the Lord; our eyes will seek Him only; we will seek the face of the Lord!21
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