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The Benedictine monks at St.

lohn's Abbey ðre a gentle lot,

but when lt came to choos-

ing an architect to deslgn
lheir church, they went wlth
a Brutalist par excellence,

Marcel Breuer. Four decades

ofter Breuer made his robust
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TH E CHURCII HAS NEVER FACED I}ICGER QUESTIONS.
BUT TIIE ANSWERS MAY COME IìROM A SMALI, MINNESOTA
MONASTERY. TH E RAKE COES INSIDE ST. 

'OHN'S 
AßBEY,

CATI-TOLICISM'S LAST ßEST IJOPE FC)R REDEMPTION.

Bg.Âbam?lßint.¡ , þtotos 6¡¡ _!,awyWtorcw

o&

"Arrcl rny nlot¡th sh:lll ¡rroclairìì yonr ¡)r.:ìisrrr" f'ollow thc
accr¡nrulatcd voicc's 'f the.Bcncdicti'.. n't.r,iks, n ,t,rft ,uorni',g,
thr¡ntlc'r rolling out fron¡ thc choir ovcr. rhe 

"*pry 
pa*r.

. Â, sirrgle nt¡tc' ccho€s fr<¡ru the pipc org,an. 
,l.lle 

nro¡ùs on the
choir's lcft sidc sing, .ì v(rrse fiour'tiarnri, thc:ir. voir:cs ,.'sorì(ìrrt
rtrtd ncarly untlivitlecl. Âftcr a pausc, the ¡ixrnl<s on thc, right siclc,
sirrg a versr.'lhc s.rrg conti.u.so slrirïirrg bacli arrcl f'r.th ircrclss
t¡cr chorr lu ¿r sort of crivine.str:rc.¡rhcxúc cffect, tr*tlrers sirrging
tLb1othys.sing,iug, occirsionally joirring tol¡*rh", orì ¿t vo.se,
otlenrts thcir voiccs to eitrf¡ <¡ther a¡rcl to (ìr:rcl.

!ühcn the psalrn errcls, afïer thcr lasr organ rrore firclcs into
i¡ll ctho'e¡¡l ccho, therc is a fì¡ll r¡¡inure .:,1'siic.nce, .l (:ontenìpl¿r-
tion <¡f the prayer just snug,, tht: nronlerrt intcrrupttd ,rnly Liy o
srrcczer or thc occasionally auclible g,rurnblin¡, uf o *tonru..h.'l'he' thr: psalnrs contirrue, thc' canticic corìest ih.' t"rporrr.rrioí
r,urrr bl11. Morning,Prrrye,r lasts 

_ 

f or rough l y ti,i"y',riii,rii".,
d.epe.(l¡ng orr thc drlyrs dcrnrirnr.ls, bcf're tl¡r: ¡'onks shuffle
srleutly florn thc clrr¡rch,

_'lhey walk fronr thcr saq.isty i¡¡to the (Ìloi$tqì arrcl tlrcn (r¡rr¡
right irrto a wicle hallway with iilc floors and nrostry ¡or. *iii*,
passing a l<rurrg,e whcrc sevcral co¡líes of the tlay's 

'St¿zr 
Trittwni

h.ave alrcady bec.. puller'l apart. Tire pr<rcessiolr c<¡rÌirruts, stiil
silerrt, ckrwn a flighr of stairso int<l a clarlcer hallwr¡ pasr rìrore
lor'gcs, ¡rirst a nrirssivc fl<xr'to-cciling builc:ti' hrrircl coverecl
with si¡5n-up shccts lbr prayers, rc,acli¡igs, haircuts, ancl l<irchc¡r
tlutics' :rrrcl thcn through two wo.dcn rio,rs irrto th. abbey din-
ing ro.rn. Pastel-t:'lt¡rcd rrligi'us ¡ririnti'gs,r,l.l,toi ne.Jigio*.
Tìl:rßes of f<rlirrge hang frorrr thc w.r.rcl-panäletl walls. A bcnuti.
tu.lly carvcd w<.,r'cl pot{irr' statìds t:crcnr.rriously in thc middle
ol thc sr)iìce; ¿r ¡unssivrr chinrr rlabincr t'lo¡ni'¿res a far wirll.
E¡;gs, sausirgc:s ancl ,:¡tl¡cr dishes arc servetl in ch,rlìng J¡J.,*, ,r,
stout wooclcrì talrlcs. It is a vcry'ruch a¡r 

'ld 
r,:¡or¡¡ i¡ì sryle, and

yct certflin dct¡¡ils-tlrc h:rrsh lights, tlrc plastic ¿ishcs arxl trays.
tlre l7hcaties i¡rrtl <¡rlrer bc,xc'd criealsir,,g¡¡.'ri,t.r* ptoi*ii. i
tu¡:rlatrrs antJ ctlrrvc¡rienccs have tte"n integraic,cl. The Lr.rdr*r,
eitt t¡rcakfr¡st in silence.

'l'his has rnol'e or l*ss bee' tr¡c, nro',ing r'utine sincc 'r gs6,
whcu a group of Be¡rc:clictine ¡¡ronl<s rïoln ì;cnnsylvania r¡rrivcd
in st. cft.¡ucl to te¡rd r. rhe ctrr¡rr¡¡rr cath.ric ¡lopulatio^, In trre
1.50 years since its cstntrlishmcnr, St. Jolrn's Âbbc¡ locatcd >>
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Þ o¡l 2.500 acres ilì Collcgevillc, nirrery
miles north of thc' 't'win Citics, has
cxerte(l a profouncl irrflr¡cncc on both
the Catholic Churc:h and thc hisrory of
Mirrrrcs<¡t¡r. Thc: litur.g,ical rcforrn ¡¡¡ove-
rìì(nr rcsportsiblc for English arrtl other
rro¡¡-Latin n¡¿uirics reccivcd sol¡¡c t¡f its
rr¡ost inllu(rntial ancl cloqUerrt $nppc)rt
fr<¡rn nronks at St..fohn',s, which is'also
h<nre to a univcrsity antl prcp school.
Mirr¡rc:soril Public Radio was l¡turchcd
within the Abbcy's cloisrr:rs (nncl Carri-
sr.r¡¡ Kcillorl first raclio ¡rerfbrrnarrces
took ¡'rlirct hcre). Thc abhey's Liturg,ical
Prcss rcrnai¡rs onc of the ¡¡xrst inrpor-
tant rcligior¡s ¡rublishing houses ili thc
worltl, ¡rlintilrg journrls and books thar
ccJntinue to i¡¡flucnce l.¡oth the sc:holarly
aucl ¡ro¡rular urrderstanding of rcligion
and spirituality. Thc cornrnuniry-'has
cor¡ntccl amonß its ranl¡s ¡lronrinerit his-
torians, thcologians, liturgists, rìrtists,
nnd philoso¡frc:rs.

Ncverthclc'ss, St. .fohn's Abbcy is
runclcrgoing thc rlost dranrati<: c,ha¡iges
in its history. For dccacles, it was ihc
wo rlcl's largest l3crncd ict i rrc motì it stcry.
with r¡¡orc tharr four hurrclrcd n.'orrËl;
liv.irrg tho'e at ìts pcak irr 196.1. Totla¡
it has 17.5, nncl thcil. Avc:ratc ,tge is six-
ty-fivcr. 'fhe abbcy's rraclitional'rolc, as a
provider of parish pric,sts to Min¡reso-
ta's chr¡rçl¡cs lr¡ls bcco¡ue lirrgcly obso-
lc'tc, its.¡rx¡nks ncithcr youthfirl lnough
nor sufficicnt irr ¡¡nnrhers to tftr the job.
'l'he largc cenrral Miunesota far.nr fii¡¡ri-
lies that once ¡rrovidetl tht: abbey with
its ¡¡x¡st ¡llentiful sourc(r of novitiatcs
havc, bccrr lost to chiìntíing lural tlcrrro-
¡¡raphics, lcavirr¡5 the abhcy t.o competË
with the rcïr'¡prrìtions of big citics irrd
non-religious crtrccrs. Most scrrior¡s, thr:
sexr¡itl-abuse scrandals that cnr¡lte.r.l in
Aurr:rica's parishes also shook St.
.fr.rhn's, altcring its t:ulture, its inrage,
a¡¡cl its relatiorrship to Minnesota. Vei
cvcn through.its clarkcst hour, thc lbtrcy
h¡rs co¡¡tinuect tr¡ fincl novicrrs ancl retain

Ar'ìrì()1' JOr'tN"S (;f\[cARr()(-JSNFSS ANr) I tON]:5T'y r"rAVI
Çl,Jll)fjL) 'l I'1fr MC)NASI'lllt\, 't'tf ìt()t tÇtf t)tl:f tC]..,t-f. 

.üN4tiS

rules, arrcl they carr bc s¡recific:: Mollks
are to slccp in dt¡nls lit by a singlc
l:rntcrn thar burns all ni¡¡hr; rhuy ar"ï
sleep in their hahits, giidc,d wiih bclts
("btrt they should rer¡i<.rvc their knives,
lcst they arrciclcrrtally cut thernsclvcs iri
thcir slecp"). Most impolrirrrt, thc Rr.r/e
s.c'ts olrt ¿ì parîicular cycle Of prayer-or
d¡vrne officc-ret¡uiring eight corrrrnunal
sessirlns ¡rer rlay. Yct St..|ohn's, likc oth-
er Ân:criciur lJcneclictinc, nlorìastcrries,
has consoliclatcd rhe cyclc. Acc:orcling tó
lather Colunrba Stcwarr, ,¡ nronlc ai'St.
John's and an irrtc:rnatiortally renowlrcrcl
historian of ¡nonasticisrn, .,virtuallv
rrobocly follows thc Ra/e crxactly." Other.
clcpartures i¡¡clude private rooms for
rnonlrs, a¡¡cl the Absc¡rce rtf larrterns,
'lhus, thc lJc'neclicti¡rc's at St..fohn's havc
been accusecl of worldlincss-continu-
ing, a tradition nc:arly :¡s olcl as the Bcnc-
clicti¡rc order itself. lndeerl, the
Cistcrrci¡¡n orclcrr wr¡s crcrated to rcrfor.rrr
thcr lJcner'lictinc.s, arìrl thc Tlappisrs werË
f<rr¡letJ to rcfornr thc (.listùicians. I¡¡
both rr:fonIetl orclcr.s, lifc: is fr¡r r¡¡t¡rc
regirncntcd, praycr is rnorc fi.cquent, and
silertc:cr is nìorc c:o¡rlnorì,

_ _ 
Timotlry Kcll¡ rhe srrvcr.rry-ycarlold

rlbbot pres¡dcrrt ,jf rhe ,rrganíz.rtion rc¡r-
rcscntitìß thc twetìty-onc North Anleri-
can Ber¡cdictirre nronastericsn lras no
patienc:c for. wrtrlclly critic:is¡rrs.,,'Wc
a¡r¡rly thc' Rr//tr to what is prRctic:al
torlây," he says, rcflecting on his tight
yeitrs asi rhbot t¡f St. .fohn's. 

,,S,.rr¡¡c,rile

itskingo 'Wr:¡ulcl Jesus havc hircl a conl-
pntcr?' is just silly. "l'his wholc, idea of
fliglrt frorn tlre worlcl is rlot founcl i¡r
lJeneriic:tinc Iife."

Instcad, what is for¡lrcl is the t¡rcli-
rrary and the routíne, pcrforrrtccl arrcl
livcd in rrrr.¡clcratiorr and cornrnuniry.
At St. John'sn prrlyer occr¡r,s c¿rch week-
day nt sc:vcrn ¡ì,1n., noorì, and sevcn
p.nl. A ¡nass is held at fìve p.m. f)uring
the clay, sonre ¡ncnrbers tik.r the riu¡i

rlten)bcrrs, who in turn fì¡lcl rclevanr:c: in
al4innesota prayer cornmunity bascd orr tht: wrifings
of a sixth-c.c¡rtrlry nìorrk.

t
'We rcad tl¡¿tl ¡nonks should not drùrþ utine at all,

hyy slncc tl¡c m<tnks of rtur day ¿înlt ot bc <tanuincetl a'f'
tltis, lct us dt least ¿tgree to dtinh motlcrateþ, and r¿at to
the point ol'uxccss.

-Rulc of St. IJc:¡rcdi* 4016

rrtonks and wr.¡uld not tolcrate alry of their prcvior¡s
cl.isobctlicnce, " rccou rì ts his ha giogiapher: Ttri, ¡lon ks
c.hafc,d at this.rigidity ancl, shoriiy äftcr installing Berrc_
dict as their abbor, rric'cl to kill him. With thc håip of a
p.in?1. rnirarle, Ber¡c:dict sr¡rvivc,d the attcur¡rt ón his
life. His lt¡¡/¿, a cli¡ni¡rutive bo<¡k of less than ,i l¡u¡rch.ccj
¡ra¡¡cs in llnglish translation, be¡rrs thc harr.l lcsso¡rs ol:
that crxpeliencc.

'llrc Benctlictine abbot, for exam¡rle, is a model of
ruanag,erial flcxibilit¡ cx¡rectecl to dclegirtcr a¡rd corrsult
cvcn though he is "bclicver.l to hold the. placc of Christ
in the l¡¡onastery." Like it or rxrtn he nluit cirll to¡;r:thcr
the c¡rtirc cornmtrn.ity fr.¡r counsel whcrr .,anyilring
inìportarìt is to bc clonc in t¡ìe nìor¡as;ter.y," A nronk's
nlost hunlan ¡rc'cds cre also recogrrizcd ex¡llicitly. So, irr
<lrdcr to satisfy all (tppcrires, thc: Rr¡/c ,e.1i ir., a choicc
of hot e¡¡trccs ¡tt l¡rcals. For co¡Ifort's sake, evclring
players in tlre su¡nnrer i¡rc into'n¡pted to ¿.givc thã
nlonks op¡rortunity to citrc for nr¡tr¡rt:'s ,r.e.Js,ií 

^* 
f.,,

tlre liturgy, Benr:clict urg,es ..that if anyone fintls this dis_
tributit¡n of psah.ns uns¿rtisfâctory, irc shoukl ar.r;¡nße
whatcver hc judges bcttcr."

Still, fbr all of its hunrane flcxibiliry thr: l{ø/e has its

ro erì$agc in /e¿:fir¡ dlula¡¡_¡,r¡, ,a,r.,_

. ing,-a prâcticc rccorlrnìc¡¡clcd by Bc:nc_
dicr whcrcby.rr rnonk s¡rerrtls a port.ion of the'day in
dee¡r, praye|frrl rcading of a text. In bctweerr, soure
wrtrk at jolls ilr arrd or¡t of St. .fohn's Univcrsity arrtl
prcp school (unless thcy are rctircd); othr:rs årrteu(l
t¡¡rivcrsities clscrwhere oi scrve in positiorts anruntl thc,
country ancl tlre g,lrrbc'. No ut¿rtt¿t.wherr: they nright
bc living, all rnouks rc¡rr¡rin (:onnecte(l t<¡ theír hcrile
corrrrrtunity, at St. Jolrn's try or.der, çonrnrr¡nir:ati¡rrr,
ant'l lovc.; rhey r(ìrur.n whcn c¡llecl by their abbot,
tr¡ron_rctirerncnt, or whcn tlre tlifficulry of bcing away
fiom honre sim-ply clraws thenr l:ac,k. Ohvi,rr,rly, . lay'-
r¡¡an outsiclc of the abbcy c:¡rr livc with rrrany ãt'th"r.
tra¡r¡rirrgs..llut cloing-so within a cornrnunii¡ letl by
arr r'r[rbot, is whtrt ¡nakes ntor¡astic lifc clistinciivr,.

. AbbotJohn Klassen has a wood-panclecl officc with
largc-windrrws that look out otì ¡l¡¡, gardens ,,irr,run..l_
irtg thc abbcy's chr¡rch. Â visilor will rrrc,st ofterr fìncl
him workirrg at his r'lcskn his lank¡ six-foot bndy t.irt
in a tight trnglc as hr: croncerìtratr.s. ()nct: inter.rirptc,cln
however, hc unwinds ancJ rclaxcs to thc: point whcre
his ncljustable chair thr.eatcns ro tu¡nblc biìckwar.ds.
The Røl¿ devrltcs a considcrable â¡¡¡<¡unt of space to
cletailing the abbot's responsibilitics. NonÈ i, i.,ore >r
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oln ¿rrou¡rcl lltr: ycar 480 iu Norcia, a vil-
lrrgr: in ltaly's [Jnrhria province, thc yoUng
Bc¡rrrdicr rcjc:cted rhc ¡¡ohle Ro¡nan li f'estylc,
of his forrril¡ rcmËiìting instËad to a ciìvc fr¡r
a hcrnrit's lifc ol' prayer. Ytrt the cavc c<¡ulcl

rlot slrelrer hi¡u å.on¡ those i ttrprcssecl by lris holy cxanr-
plc:. Anrorrg tlre visitors wcrc ¡rro¡ìks fronì a ncar. l:ry
rn()tì:¡s tery in ncctl r¡f a r¡cw ¿rbbot. lJcnedir:t tlied to
rcfuse thc iob, wurniug, thc:m th¡lt his $tnct approach to
rììon¡¡sticisnr woultl not hal¡rronizt: with tltr:irs. It wns
An itccuratc ¡rrophecy. As the ncw atrbot, lìer¡cclict
"wittchc:d carefully ovcr the rcligious spírit c,f his



Þ chilling th¡n the Lrlu¡¡t rc¡nincler tlar
"Whatcver the nu¡nbcr of hrothcrs hc,

has in his carc, lct hinl realizc that uu
.f ucl¡5nrerrt Day hc will surely havc to
subrrrit a rc'ck<¡ui¡rß ro thc Lt¡rcl for rll
their souls-and his (rw¡¡ as well."
\ùültcn I askcd Alllrot .|ohn whether, irr
Iact, hc hclieved that hc had rhnt awc'
somc res¡lonsibility, lre iìrìswcr(rcl,
"'l'hcrc's no cluc:king it." He leans f<¡r-
wirrd whc:rr hc' sPcaks, his vr¡icc dce p
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sixry-fi ve-ycar-old ¡rr¡rn o f e.xtraordinary
err¡t'litior¡ who looks likc [¡c should hnve
R tarr, bnt cloesn't. C)nc of cight frl rlrr
childrcn, Skutjln rek arrivc:tl at St..fohrr's
Prcrp Sclrool :lt ags twclvcr sl)erìt two
y(rar¡i ât the univcrsity (bcfor.e attcncling
Catholic Urriv(rrsrty ¡n rü(/rtshington,

l).(1., t'or a ycrar)o ancl entercd thc ¡rovi-
tiate at lrinc'tccn. "l rì(e bcttc:r in (lol-
legevillc: than I t'lit'l orr thcì fanrr." hc
says, lau¡¡hin ß.

fË.
"Ancl rcall¡ ith becrr a
I'vr, cx¡rclierrcÈtl rrrorcwondcrfr¡l li

than I coulcl havc cver ¡rr:erlictccl or
ex¡rer:tecl irr I loldirrg,tbrr1."

Trr furty-fivc yeitrs .ìs a nrcntber. of
(he comnruuit¡ Skucllarck h
twt¡ advancecl tle¡;rc:cs, Iivccl
crcl ¡rcriocls irì Fra¡rccrn Jo¡rnn,

as:rcqr¡irc(l

i¡rrcl lJrazil,
scrvetl .ts a unive rsil y pnlfcssor',
ncrl u irctl a pcrrch;lrrt lçr'Lc tt. :l tttl
hecolnc a finc cello ¡rlaycr. Cun'cntly he
leatls an internatiunal org;illr2¡ìttort
dc:votcd to

¡.llrtJ filll of wicle celltr¿rl-Mirrnescr t.ì
v,)wds, his nlnnrrer ont: of pure entlìUsi-
as¡r¡. liather .J.P. I-arls, A hbor .]ohn's
frc,slrnlr¡n English tci.lcher, s¿tyn, *|
wor¡lclrr't l¡nyqr picl(ed hirrr as ¿r futr¡ r'e

;.lhllot, I kr always srru(Ìk rn(: as just r.l h¡g
(icr¡¡ran farnr kirJ." But thc tr.r¡th is thnt
A,bbotJolrn, :rt fìf'ty-fivc, is irn intellcctr¡-
ally intensc rr¡an, alr org,arric chcnrist
with l Ph,[)., ancl ¡r terlcher <¡f rcr¡rr¡w¡r.
Fllectecl Lry his brothers in 2000, his gle
g,ariousncss arrcl horresty havc ¡rot onl v

trcrtwccn rrrc¡nit
prornotirìfl d

stics of different

fbr extcntl-

ialoguc's
rt:ligious

guiclc'cl thc nronastcry thr<xrglr cli l:lìcult
tirrrcso but also causccl cotlcenì that hc
will lre tappc:cl for a lea clership position
outsirle of St. Johnh A bbey.

"You clo it in f'er¡r irrrd trcrnrbl irrg,"
Abbot.f ohn says ol'his job. "But yrtu
rlt¡ it in faith ¡s well." I lsr ¡l'csides rlvcr
¿r conìplicntet'l arrtl unruly ¡rlacË. "You
arc rrn order with<lut ottlerrtt was o¡1c
of the ntorc' ¡¡r¡tt¡rior¡s cc.rrrrplaints lcv-
ele<'l at thc: abbcy in its history. Yct St
.Johrr's is ¡ìot r¡niql¡e itr frrustrating n'ndi-
tional churclr authority. Like ntc¡st
rnonastic orders, it clocs not rlnswèr t()
thcr traditional clioccsarr church hicrar-
clry exce¡lt in particular ci rcr¡tnst¿rncrcs,
tlre rnost iurportant being liturgy. It is,
in fìtct, t¡utsiclc of that hicrarclr¡ :lnd
irtsteacl answers to fctlc:rations rtnrJ
auth<¡ritics in Ro¡rrc:.

"At one tit¡tc: wcr were il lIìoflastclry
that took irr sttrdcnts," ex¡llaius r¡nc of
tlre rnclnks. "Now we r¡ re au abbcy in :l li tt()l't.t f tì MAT'T'l I t-,w t.t.il:1'.

tracliticlrrs; hc ¿rlso serves .ts a facul ty
t'esirlelrt at St. John's, whc'rc' hc hr¡s iì
two-ro(rrrr studio in a r:ollcrgc dornlito-
1y.

thc:

t'Somco¡te youil.rl
monâstery arlrl havc a rich lile likc'

c¿ln still coûìt to

rninc," he srrys orr a liriday nig,ht, ovcr
thc sor¡nt1 of spc,cd nreral shrickirrg
frorrr tlte room of one o[ l¡is studcnts.
"Br¡t what's different ¿rrc thc eirrly
years. T'hc'rc iust arÈrr't thc big cLlsscs
Of n0viti¡rtes .ìrtyrnorc. Yor¡'rë prcrtty
Inuc¡l on yc.rtrr owrt."

On Saturday nronìing, his habit
whis¡rers across the floc¡r t¡f a corridor
on the scìcond floor of thc abbcyh resi-
t1c¡rcc. .þlc pâsses a lotrngc tlrat oncr:
scrvccl as arr ovcrflow dornrifory for
youn¡5 rrovitiittcrs. "'l'lrere r¡secl tt¡ bc
rrirrety ol' us in oul twËntics on rhis
floofrtt
¡ltìothcr

hcr saysn tlren turr¡s right, into
Ioungc now rJo¡¡rinatcd by:r tel-
l'assirrg, through it irrto rr lorrg,
roonr fìllctl with tatrles and

evlsl()n.university." st. John's, in fact, is the "l C:oNSlt.)[F. MY.\r;l.F P l{l ol. T t-lI J?AÀ |\/ARS (i[NbttAltoN (mPty
largc:st private univcrsity in

isit¡¡¡ of thc
Minnesotir,

f'l'S Alì(Jt.J'T l'llt: BA"t'Tl-[ tltl'l'\A/¡jtrN (-ìOüt) 
^Nt) 

[\/il_."
chairs, Sl¡r¡cllrrrck stops. "This is thc oldnn opcrating cliv ( )r'tJer of St. rcc roonì. tlsccl t<¡ hc, we woulcl linc r¡pllcncdict, Trìc., run by the tbþç1-lçgall¡ outsitJe ftrr bridgc in the cvc:nings." Hetlrc universityl CIO. ln a Set¡Ss, thc arrd prc,p stable ¡¡¡arriagc. "[,ike arry intiurlte relatiolrship, it glancc:s out the winrJow at Lake Srrgatir¡;an, the silerrr:cschool r¡rc rrraturc fanrily [rttsincsscs

unrversrty
i¡r which ¡¡¡crnrbcrs cha rìgc$ yon. It folces yt:u to ground yoursclfr" hc says, r.¡f

abbot'.s lc,urrgc,n a srloll win-
thc r<xrrrr enveloping his wr nìì vol(,(:.ol thr: abbcy owrì (ìr¡ intc:rcrst ancl work, somc as âcir- rclaxing i¡r n chair in thc Fatlrer Skr¡dlarc'k is old enou¡;h to have ex¡rÈric,nccrcl

<lcnricso arrd sorrre as suppor.t staff Howcvcrn thc abbot's clt¡w-lit r.oonì that (,onta¡¡ìs hoc.rks, a ¡ncclicval i rrrage of lifc in the nìor¡¿rst(lry bqfore the rcforms <¡f Vatican II inwolldly enter¡rriscs clon't end thcrc. T'hcy also includc llc¡reclictr r¡¡ltl l¡is sistcr Scholastica silk-sc reerìe(l or¡to tlre six( ics, "lt was rrrr¡ch d iffc'rc'¡rto ¡rrr¡ch nlorc cliffi-tlrc Liturgical Prcss ¡rublishirrg house; :l sustailrahly the wall, a¡rcl a c<xrlrie jAr. t'I'vcr ncver thc,ught
thought of it

of it as cult," hc rc:calls. It was also nruclr nlore hicrarchic¡¡lnìi¡rìrìßËd forc:st that fee<1s thc abbcy'.s cirrperìtry shop; a giving somcthirrg u¡r. I've always as gaiu- "Oh ycso novitiirtes usc:cl to serve rnolrks at dirrrrer.bilkery that produces thousands of loaves of branded irt¡¡.t' Stcrwart's is a r¡ rtir¡uc:ly cr )nterìrl)or.try approaclr to Tablc's wc¡.c reservÈ(l by sfilf.ro, iìs w.ts orrc's place in the
St. .lohn's blcacl ¡rer wcrt'k; a¡rd tlre der¡ra¡rcls t¡f a ra pi('l- cntcringnìÕnitsti(Ì lifc:, bascd otì .ì choic(: that lre nritr'le c:hurclr." Nevcrthr:lcss , Skur'llitrck looks br¡ck uponIy aging ¡ro¡lrlirtion t¡f nrorrks. "At thc c:ncl of the day, aftcr lrirving, bcgun ;t carccr whilc !t ßra('luiìtc those days with a tolclant snrile, his rcal interest bc:ingalrcatly

lc:. "l'dyor.r tun'r it over to G<¡d and sny, 'It's yotrrs fol the next student at Ya rììet sorììe ¡¡ronks frrr¡n St. .folrrr\," the¡rossibiliti(:sthar nìonas(i(ì lif(: offcred, R rrcl cr.¡¡¡tinucsscvcn hours,"' sighs St. John \ irnplacable abbot lre says by way of cx¡rlarratiolr, with a sinr¡lle shrug. to olfËr, "I l<¡vc cotìltutìity lifcìr" he srrys. "I rr:ally do."
In tkrc:adcs ¡r:lst, the abbqy did tìot recruit sr¡ much For many seníor ¡ltonks, tlrc lr¡r.e oI ¡¡u¡nasticisrl is

athrrr (irlurrrbir Stcrwa¡.t is forty-six ycars old iìs rr,ccivc novitiatcrs in tlreir teens a¡rcl twcrìt¡es, rrot so casily disccrnc:cl. Sitti ng, irt thr: abhot's lorlrrgc,câger'
ofierl is sixry-nine, but

to tell lrrorn his

and we¡¡rs faclccl black ieans arrcl a faded l)rlr- who wcre scltt to st JohnÌs Prcp Sch<xrl by largc his lc¡5s o'osserl, lathcr Sinreon Tholcrplc sweatshirr rorn al thc collar.lrone His farur fr¡nrilies. Thc' notion of" ntarriagc" to a pr(lyr:r lool<s tweilty y(ìars younßer, It's rrasy
rììa11 rìer is i¡rtcrl,lcctr¡¡¡ I ly confidcrrt, hr¡t soft- corìì rììt¡ n;ty-c,spccial ly as a rlltoic:c: to be nl¡¡r1e fron'r lolt I, rìustcrc facc th¿t he s¡¡¡ik's rar.el¡ yet his handscncd lly ¿rn crasy snrile ¡¡¡rd a knaclr t'or piltic:nt ¡iltìong Otl¡t:r carcq's or p.tths-was foleign lo ¡¡u¡st <¡f ¡ìre so soft that his tight handsh¡.¡lce sec¡ns l<¡ose.cxplanation. He lo<.¡ks and irc-ts likcr the ecar'lernic, hc the tlì; tl¡c n](nìaste ry w.ìs tlt(:ir solc o¡rtion, arrarrgcd by Arnong his br.others, Tholc' has a f'olrnidablt: intcllectr¡-

F
¡11C)St

wc'll-rcga rclerl
¡r nlentber of

historiarr-but hc is fìrst a¡rl frrrc- their familics. al rcputatiorr, rls wcll ¿rs a couserviìtive t¡¡¡c. '.lu tlre tr¿ì-thc St.-fohn's conr rttunity, and he lrathc¡. \J(/illiar¡r Skud larek, lrorn in I loldi ngford, clitio¡r of (lhristia¡¡ asccrici snr, I probahly hacl it too
its that his lif'e--likc Skud-
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s¡rerrl*s of it in thc sanre wity a nìan would spcalc ol ir Min¡rcsota ("thc tnrct Lalce rùüobegon"), is a clashirrg casy," he srìys. Still, hc ¡rclnr
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lirrek's, a lift' that startecl orr thc farm-
was c'nrichcd beyoncl rcast¡¡¡ablc cxpcc-
tation by rììonrtsti(:isnl. "r1, krt of thirrgs
happcned to nìe th¿rt woulcln't have lrlr¡r-
pened if I hachr't joinc<J." Over rhe ycars,
Thole has trccrr a prcrachcr', ir terrcher, arrtl
n cha¡rltrirr to a convcrìt. ttl woul(l ncvcr
say I was unhap¡ry. I hecl a rich, satisfac-
tory lifc." Hc beg,ins to laugh. "Maybe I
had k¡w cxpectl¡tiolts."

'Ihole i¡rrivctl at St. John's whrn hc
was fourtecn. "l dicln't own iìtìy(hing. I
h¡clrr't cvr:r¡ finishcd rrry educrttion," hcr

rccalls. "Now young, pcoplc havc so
rr¡¿rny rììore choiccs, thcrcr arc ir¡st so
many rììore rhings that lifc sup.posedþ
has to off'er," llçr pauscs. ,,The ntodc:r¡¡
nronk has to kcc¡r on nrirkirr¡; up his
rttirttl, saying ycs. The systcrn tl<¡cs¡r't
pull hinr alorrg rrnyltìorc,"

rt Saturdays, evenirrg
praycrs âr'e diffcrc:nt
fro¡rr the rest of thc
wcek. Monks (rntcìr thc
churcrh in pairs, stol) tt

thc altar', hc¡w to thc crtrcifix, tlren tr¡rrr
away florrr eat:h othc'r and t¡lce seiì(s on
o¡r¡rosite siclcs t¡f thc choir.. As thc first
hynrn is sung, a nronk s¡>oorts inccrnsc
irrto i¡ bt¡wl placcd in front of tl¡c altar.
It bc:gins to burn and thc srnokc rises in
¿r curl aror¡rrcl the whitc crucifix. The
monks, so itccustornccl t<l focusing, on
thc cn¡cilìx clurirrg thc silent interval

berween pray(:rs, now trâce the ¡lath of
the snrokc:. r\s thcy sing, to orrc arrorhcr,
arrd thcrn to (iot'|, Ihe sr¡urkc: unfurls
acrt¡ss thc baldachin.

'l'hc ¡rslllnrs a¡rcl c:¿tnticlcs corìt¡nue
and the s¡rrokc sprc'ads throug,lr the
clrurch, defìnirrg thc shafts of light cast
fronr rÈccssc:cl bulbs in the ceiling. 'I'hc
voiccs i¡r thcr clroir seerìì ntorc ft¡rccful
tharr usnaln pcrha¡rs irrspirctl by thc addi
tional nraiesty conjurt:tl fronr light ancl
s¡noke. Yet it is only at the encl of thr:
session. aftcr l;athcr 'l'lrole has rcacl
liour thc: lliblc, after psahrr$, c:anriclcs,
hyrnns, and sever¡¡l ir¡tcrvals of silctrce,
that tlrc sweetrìess of thc: inccnsc, having
riscn, clescends orr th(r nr<l¡tks.

mon¡lstery ancl thrr circus
actunlly hrrvc quitc a lot in
corìrrìoltr" t:xplains lllother
P;¡ul-Vinccr¡rt Nicbar¡er', thc
lìf'ty-two-ycar'-olt'l uronk

ch:t rgerl with bringirrg crl nr'l i<'lutcs int<r
the (ìorn¡nunity. "tloth are r:ou¡¡tcr-cul-
tural," lrc srays in his rich singcr's voice.
"ln botlr, we tle¡tend trpon crach other,.'Trr
both, we hrìve lo gct along." He relaxcs
in a sn'aig,hl-backcrcl chair in his oflir:c
overlookirrg Lakcr Sagat¡¡ßir n, r:rossing
his legs bcnrrath his h¡bit. "Ancl in botl-r
iustitutions, tlro'e is a r'lefirrirrg issuc. At
thc: crircus, it's thc sht¡w. At the
ü¡onastc¡y, it'.s the r¡rcrr:y r¡f (iocl." Likc
many of St. .]ohrr's nrorrl<s, this sclf-

manÍ üdüng nou endêûtort in r¡dlo ond tolovt¡lon üb fril, Jo,tolyn tlurphy wlll be revidry
moût el¡gltlo 8nd sought úer Cnghal 'lVe rnt to ¡oe sroryono happl ¡nrl ln love, snd rr rill.,

æÍs llutphy. rto hae been brmhg üro fi¡rb ftom Kdlon Rocanbu¡ b¡ oyer lùe goetbnr ycaa
¡nd h¡s t bætground h psttltology rfth e bcu¡ on hurmn soru¡lity aül ôêttoylor.

Gloôd Lotla lleqeo b a unlq¡c Lova Brolengo Fim'üut repreceirb only htelþurt, sucaecoful ond
emdonslly hcallhy dþntl. Thelr lbcus b on 'qudff cnonblo 8nd matchhtg, not quantityl

So nor bacl b yol...
lf a thmmdlng cercor or oorpor[to nsr[Ërt have lcfr toü üülo ümo b bcu¡ oo ,our privato t¡þ, md !ou'uÊ hunú

no ono 3uÍttblo oû htomot dbs, or hrot{h çccd. vidco or lur¡ch drütrg. end ¡uu bctere h love. thsn cont¡ct
Joyocl¡r tlurphy at $e mrt rlreadt know Toor, soot meflil
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deucribcd "black sheep" frt¡m northerr¡'Wisconsi¡l fclt an early calling to thc
pricsthootl, but r¡nlikc the others, hc
tlclayed it "bccar¡se I ycarnecl for thc cir-
cus, still." Ancl so, in'lg74, Nicbauer
borrowccl his l:rc¡thcr's cer ancl actually
joirtccl a circr¡s. "l did nragic, firc-eating,
puppcts, srrakcs, clowning." liventuall¡
Nichar¡er bccame c ringmaster, rrnd it
was ir goocllifc. "Thcn my fortieth binh-
day was corrring art¡u¡rcl the hilt," he
re,calls. "Ancl I spokc to n fiicnd of rrrine,
a Dominicirn rnonk, who suggcstecl I go
tun a ten-clay 'lira¡rpist rctrcat.t'

It's an iclcntifiablc pattern: Totla¡
Niebaucr hinrself rcccives an inquiiy
fro¡¡¡ a¡ as¡:ririrrg monk approxinrately
cvcry thirty-six hours; the scckcrs rangc
"fronr hig,h schrxrl kids to thc incarccì-
atcd." Thosc who appcar serious and
suitablc, and wlro arc: bctween thc ages
of twcnty-tlrree ancl forry, irre i¡rvitcdto
s¡lend short intcrvals over ¿r pcriocl of
two ycars visiting the abbcy. ..lt's not fbr
c'vcrybocly," Nicbar¡er cautions witl¡ a
wly srnilc:, but thosc who like thc: life
a¡r¡lly for a tlìree-rnonth canclir.lacv dur.-
ing whic:h they livc, worli, i¡rrtl pioy n,,
the ¡r¡onasrery. Thc: abbey is as cai.cfril as
lttany cnr¡rloyt:rs about who will trc
irrvitcd to spcncl his life i¡r rhc cornnruni-
ty. lìeforc thc' carrclir'lacy, aspirirr¡¡ ¡¡¡onks
suhnrit to srare encl fc'clcral background
checks and a creclit chcck. During the
crrudiclacy their physical antl psychãlog-

ical health is evaluatcd. 'l'hose who pass
the chccks, conrplctc the cantliclac¡ìntl
wish to cont¡nuc apply for r one-ye,rr
novitiate. It has bccorne ¿r sclccr ßroup:
Thc 2003 "class" conrpriscd two rn"n.

"I(/e'rc not looking for spiritual
giarrtsr" Nicbar¡er s,irys. ,,lrr firct, thcy
rììiìy ¡rot do wcll hcre.tt Instcad, he
eruphasizcs the ¡rccd for a goocl $crìse of
ht¡mor and so¡nc fairly significant lifc
c.xpcrience. "l want thc¡n to hnve f¿rllcn
in love at lcast once," h{.r says. .,Bcçause

if you havcn't fallcn in love, you will.
Antl if you'vÈ ¡¡cvcr beerr through thlrt,
it's going to bc rough on you... inr1 øs,
yonr brotltcrs."

If aftcr a yeer both the novicc ¿nrÍ
the rrbbcy chc¡osc to contirnrc tlìe
l)roccss, the novicc takes first vr¡ws ¡rnd
trcgins a threc-to-cight-year pcriocl as a
junior nronk, ar rlìe encl t¡f which thc,
conrnrunity votes otì his acce¡rtarrcc.
'l'he next and fin¡rl stc:p is solenìn vows
th¡¡t crl¡¡¡mir the ¡¡¡onk to a lifc in the
coutrnunity. Only f<rrty per(Ìcnt of c¡il-
r'liclatcs enr'l up taking sr.¡lcrmn vows.
Vhcn asked why the t¡thcrs don,t
make it, Nicbauer snrilcs. '.ye¡¡h. Sclf-
knowleclgcr."

Two fl<xrrs ntrovc: Nicbr¡uer,s t¡ffice
âre thc living quarters of llrother
Mrrtthcw Lult, whiclr look likc those of
alry Midwestcrn gr.adrlatc studcnt. Cur-
rcntþ ¡lrrsuing an MA in l,iturgic:al
StucJies in St. John's Sc:hrxrl of Thcoiogy.

Luft is a boyishly hanclso¡¡¡c thirry-orrc.
llc_ is a junior nronk. Ilis single high-
c:cilingetl rt¡om is do¡¡rinatcd by ouit-
str¡ff'ed bu¡kcnses (containing, amotìg,
rrrlrny othcr vr.rlunrcso ricverltl furnc Ricã
ttovclsn Oatt:hur in the Rye, and The
'Vy'oukic (lool¿ie Cookbookl. "Íhere's
also a singlc bcd ancl a computer with a
flat-¡rorrel ¡noniror. O¡¡ thc whitebr¡arcl
postecl ncxr ro his door is writtcrr,
"Htvc you ¡lrnyccl todcy? Ilavc you
donc l¿clio?" Cardboarcl boxes irrc
stackcd on top of his warclrobe, as if
waiting, firr the end r¡f thc school ycrar.
[,uft, drcsscd collcgiatcly in topsidcrs,
f:rdcd jcans,,¡ncl airlacË T-shiri, gr,rbs
.r¡r cmpty box with an Okl l)utch ¡rotr-
to c'hip log,o on it. "This is flrc box," hc
smiles. "I'vr: packed it bcf<rre. But I'vc
never ¡novcd it." Iathcr .Skr¡dlarck,
strrncling bcside hirn, asks to hold the
box a¡¡d chuckles ar rhc your¡gcr monk,
for who¡rr he-¿rnd the othcr biothers oi
St. Jolrnh-has t¡bvior¡s affcction. ,.It is
true, though. Yor¡ arc always frcc to
lcirve, arrcl that'S ilnportant tO rc:mc¡rì-
ber." Lr¡ft adds, "I mct â sisrer rcccntly
who's spcnt for:ty-fivc years in hcr corn-
rrtunity ancl shc t<¡ld nre that cìvery d.ty
shc prays for strcngth to c:t¡ntinr¡e hcr
vocatiorì." Ilc si¡¡hs, "Ancl that was just
so B,re.lt t<¡ hcar'.'r

Orr Âpril 27 tht: mo¡rks of St. Jolrn's
vote(l to adnrit Brothcl Matthcw as a
pr:rmanent nlcrnbcr. On.fuly I'1, he will

take solcrnn vows i¡¡ thc ahbey church. It
is a radical lifestylc choice, nnd yct, ¡rrior
to crrtcri¡ìg St. John's, Luft livcd a lifc
¡nuch like his gcnerational peers, for
whonr the vast nrrriority a-nìon¿tstic
vocat¡olt would seerr¡ as alierr as entcring
a retirè¡ncnr horrre. "I co¡rsider rnysclf Ã

¡rrrrt Of the ,t'l¿r lVars generation," he
srrys, pointing to one of sevcral R2-D2
¡nt¡clcls on a shclf, ¡rositioncd betwecn
fanrily photos arrd Byzantine icons. ..lt's

abor¡t thc banle betwccn goo<1 and cvil,
that wc cach lrirvc a clark rrncl light sicle.
In Jedi, t.r¡ke had ro conìe to tcnls with
hirnsclf. That's onc of rny opcrating stu-
rics. "

Luft, a l)es Moi¡rcs rìâtive, camc to
St..]ohn's as a collegc student. ..Lasr year
I reccivcd a (.llristmas c¡rrJ frt¡m nry col-
legc girlfriend and her husbancl," hc
smilcs. "That was weird. I thoughtn
mân, I'nì thirty years olcl. 'l'here wrrs ihis
realization that she was rlìe lirst pcrson
tlrnt I wt¡uld krìow." According tir l,ufi,
thc two-year rclatiorrship cndcd r¡rnir:a-
bly with borh panics headccl in diffbrcnt
carccr clirectit¡ns. She was inter.estcd in
manâßentcr¡t aud corporatc lil:e; hc in
tcaching and the selrrinary. Therc wasrr't
rrrr¡dl ¡niddle g,rouncl.

Ilowcveq [rcfcrrc curering St. Johrr's,
Luft wor:ld fìrst spcrrd an t'xicnde.cl pcri-
c.rcl in Arizo¡¡a, tcaclring third-gr:rrlers. ..1

had nry own apâr.tnìent, a caq a salary
insr¡rrluccr" he recalls. "l belolrgccl to rr

caêL Eêxv smaofll
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church, but soulcthirìg was rnissing,, I
woulcl go hornc ar night, end nobðdu
wa,s^lhcrc.' Hc beg,irn-his crrndidacy in
2000, "fceling rhat I coulcl sct throuch
it. It's a sl¡rìì¡r¡cr, therch a lighi at thc cñcl
of tl¡c tunrrc:I," he says. ,,Ànd then vou
cliscr¡vcr tlut you likc this."

Lufr dcscril¡cs the brothers r¡f thc
abhey as his farnily. ,.I wor¡l(l¡¡'r neccs_
sarily ch<mse all thesc guys. you've Hot
your 'Uncle J<rcs' at the Thanksuivürp
tablt:,' he laughs. ..lJut Thanlrsgiuing ¡J
ont: of thc bcst timcs at th" nbù.y. fo.,
sit aror¡ncl ancl talk about all thc c'herrrc_
tcrs. lt's farrrily."

Likc any fanril¡ thc brr.¡thcrs of St.
Johnb have dcalr with rriìscdy. Irr 2002_
the abbey acknowlcdged"ihar ,ru.r tlil
past forty ycars, twclve ¡ncnlhers of tllc
uìonâstic corrrrrtl.niry inctuding a forulcr
abhot, had bccn :rccuscd oÈ sexr¡allv
ahusirrg chikJrcn and vr¡lnerablc atiult.í.
l,Jnlikc other scgnìctrrs of thc Anrcricau
(lhurch, St. Jolrn's canre to a fast scnle_
nt:Tr lf rht: clair¡rs agairrsr it, coopcrateti
with all law enft¡rcernenr, arrr{ f<illclwctl
thc II.S. (ionl'crcnce c¡f Catholic llishoos
in rernovirrg, thc accr¡scd fr.,nr actiue r¡rill
istry. Abhot.|ohn, elcctcd ort thc vercc: of
the-crisis, has been widcly praise¡ fur nis
willingness ro nìeet victiils of thc abuse
"and listc:n to tlìcir voiccs."

Yet as tlre scandrrl progressc:d, therc
was still the quc:stion r¡f wliat to do with
accusc<I rrre¡¡¡bo.s <¡f tlre conrrrtunity
who wanretl to rernairr at St. ,¡olinli.
"Peoplc.wcrc srryingo ,you've 'gu, 

,.,
thro\M thcsc g,uys out," Abbot John
rccalls. {'IJut we fc'lt that we ,rc,c,dãd tt¡
firrd nreaningfi¡l work a¡rd lives f.r, tlror.
who wanteri to slity." So monks r¡r
pliests who clx¡sc to rcnrai¡l wcre ulaccd
o¡r rcsrrictir¡n in thc ahlrcy, ¡rroliibiterl
fiom associatin¡¡ with staff'anrJ r,uJ*,rtì
rlf the univo'sity ancl prcp school, arrã
prc.ventccl frorrr using alnrost all ¡rublic
facilitics at St. .folrn's.

It was a c<¡nffovcrsial tlccisio¡r out_
siclc of tlre abbey, ar¡d an irnnrerrscly di[.
lìr:ult onc ro nìiìkc withi¡r it. F,¡r Ahhot
.fohn, kccpirrg thc accuscd rr¡onlcs i¡¡
conrnruniry was the dcc¡rly Christian
ancj obvious choice. ,.We lieiicve in c.ln_
version and_rcdernptiorr," hc says, his
hancls spr:ead wicle. ..How 

coulcl *c cver
bc faithful to rhe gos¡rel, Christ's f<rrg,ívc_
ncss, itrxl the Rr/¿ il wc clo¡¡'t folic¡w
throug,h r¡n th¿rt? lJecirusc the ¡ncn thcm_
selves-their s()rrow a¡rcl com¡rrit¡nclnt
to change was írrrportant and evidcnt.
Thcy are ¡ran of otrr farrrily." rùÍithin the
abbc¡ t¡t¡nks acknowlcige lingering
angcr rnd disappointment oi th;
arcl¡se(l morrks, yet thcy do not sl¡un
thenr. lùlhen I ask Brothór paut-Vincc¡rt
ahout thc scirr¡clal, hc cxplirinsn ,,tr{ liL.
daclt in jail. Am I rnacl ai dad? you bct T

arrr. I)o I still love him? yes." Nit:bauer
briefly lowcrs his gaze. .,Thcy .r.. .ri;I
rny trrtrtlrersr" he says in a softcr tonË.
"I t<xrk a vow to lovc thcm."

M¡¡ttht:w l.¡¡ft wes a jurtior rrronk

P 
/z/o

whcn the crisis eruptecl, and he ad¡nits
that it g,avc hinr rloubts. ,.1 askecl nryself,
'L)<¡ I rvanr to bc a ¡rrrrt of this plaäe?";
lJut r¡ltimately thc ¡rroccss of watchinc
the c<¡¡nnrunity denl with tht crisis-thã
therirpy sessions, thc grieving, entl the
torg¡vcness-srrertgrhene(l his fairh ín
thc vocation. Toclay, his dor¡bts a¡:c
bascd orr ¡nore prosaic concerns, and arc
rrot so cliffcrent fronl his rror¡-rnorrrrstic
pcers who occasionally dt¡uht thcir
carecr choiccs. ,,Somc days I wakc u¡r
ancl think it'cl be nicc to go'back to sleep
i¡rrd not go to praycr." llc pauscs. ,.Btrt
thcn ltl go rhrough thc day fccling likc
I'd rrrisscd sorrrcthin¡¡."

T'I verybocly always says they
I _ wish thcy hnd my iob," sayi
fl l,ather'lïnrorhy tleck<¡us, it.

l-{'JT::o,,il'lîï --J:äi"'.',:,:
part." IIc laughs, his cyes ¡rarrc¡wins
into a neerly wrirrklc-fiee squint. I{ã
ye.yri â pokr shirt ancl ncatly prcssecl
khakis. Thc walls r.¡f his officc, í.,i, j,r*ü
thc h¿ll fronr rlnt of .fohn C;,r[liardí, St.
.fohn's lcgcnclary football 

"n..,.ü, 
oru ó.ru_

crecl witlr ¡rh<.rtos of athletr:s, sl)ortinrr
cveltts, ancl awarcl ccnifici¡tcs. Scattcreã
alr¡ong thcm are a sirrr¡rlc woode¡¡ cn¡ci_
lix, icons, and a Ph.I). rliplorna ir¡ Moral
Thcology carrrcd in Ro¡nc.

Backous, whr¡ is knowrr ¿rs 
..Tnr_O"

to thc brclthcrs, clid not intcnd to rcmain
a rnonk whcn he cnterÈd in thc micl_
1970s. "O¡rc of thc things that appcrrled
to me ab<¡ut rììonasric lifc wes tËot you
c-oulcl try_ itout fi¡r fotu yeârsr', hu s,ryr.
"I thought ir w<¡ulcl bc neet to tell p.xi-
ple latcr in lifc that I'cl been n ,l.,onk fnr.
a whilc." Hc snriles ar dìe irony. ,,Thcrr I
sort t¡f fell in love with tht: corirnuniry."
- 'l'he spcakerphone on llackousÌs clesk
buzzes, and â sccrctery asks what shoulcl
bc clo¡¡c with scven tlx¡usarrtl clollars Icfr
over froru a prior ycar's budg,et. ..yor¡
know, this is not_rrry dreaur job,;' hc says,
waving, rrt thc officc. *My drearn is to ú

'I'herù nothing likc
ages. You're inaited
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D gct St. Jolrn'.s re-involvecl in thc Twin
(lities." And so, on the weckcnclsn Back-
ous sâys mâss at inncr-city churches in
Minneapolis. "My clrcam is for us tcl find
r placc in Minneapolis where I could
work in thosc parishes and where othcr
monks could go."

I. MONASTERY EXISTS TO

PRAY TO HAVE SOLITUDE

AND SILENCË, AND TO

SERVE AS A WITNESS TI.IAT

THËSË TI{INGS A,RË AN

IMPORÏANT PART OF THE

HUÀ4AN EXPËRIENCE."

Backous's visit¡n is not merely per-
sonal. It is actually a part of a larger dis-
cussion as to whar, in fact, the role of thc
abbey will be in the coming ycars. lts
original purpose-lilling ccntral Min-
nesotâ churches with parish priests-is
no longer realistic in an cra of declining
rnonâstic populations. So the abbey airns
to takc on projccts and roles that enrpha-
sizc its spiritual sißnificance to rhc our-
side world. The drive t<¡ builcl a ne!¡r'
guest wing (tlesignccl by thc csree¡ned
architea Tirdao Ando), for example, is tr

project of the lìrst priorit¡ since hos¡:ri-
mliry is one of thc kcy teners of the Bene-
dicti¡lc n¡lc. Ëducatirrg priests ânri nrms
fro¡n thc rapidly growirq Chincsc
Catholic ( lhurch is another, "'$lc can't do
cvcrytlring we used to clon" says Abbot
John after I mention llackous'vision to
hinl. "l7e still imagine ourselves trs a big
monastcry. We have to imagine orrselvcs
as a smaller nronastery. 'We clon't havc a
class of rnolrks coming up likc we used
to. Matthew Luft is on his ow¡r." For
Abbot John, thc future of the monastery
is intimately tied up in its role as a spiri-
tual instirudon. "'What's thc rclcvance?"
he asks with charactcristic enthusiasnr.
"Our society and culture are so bus¡
so hypcr-cxtcnded. .So a rnonostery cxists
to pray, t<¡ have solitude ancl silcncc, and
to serve as a wimess that thcse things
are ârì important part of the lrurrrarr
experiertce."

Sitting in the abbot's lounge, Fathcr
Stcwart, the impassive monâstic histc¡ri-
an, smiles whelr askecl about thc future
of the abbey. "Thc lJcnedicines are in ir
for the long haul," he says. Like his
abbot in thc office across rhe hall, Stew-
art rccognizcs the irnportant syrnbolic
rt¡lc that the abbey plays, though hc is
carcful to terììper the c¡rthusiasm witlr
Berredictine hurnility. "lt's nor, 'Oh, look
at this shining light on the hill,"' he says
with a wavc of his hand. "It's showing
that this kind of life is a possibility."

nc of the great rnysteries
of monastic life is its
ability to confcr youth
upon its practitioners.
At St. Johrr's, rnost

brothers âppear rcn to tlyenty yeârs
youngcr than their ages recorclecl in thc
abbcyh register. Yet as the agetl know,
youth is not only â ûÌatrcr of appcar-
ances. At the nbbc¡ careers often
remain activc, fruitful, and vital into the
eighth clccade of life.

Opinions vary âs to the reasons for
this phenomenon. Somc citc the stress-
free routine of mc¡nastic life, its lack of
rnortgagc paymcnts, car payments, and
job prcssures. Yet others, particularly
brothers who have academic careers,
scoff at the notion that a cyclc of prayer
ancl meals is cnough to keep life srress-
free. Whilc many brothers cite the lack
of family pressures, it's just âs è¡rsy ro
ñnd those who reject that cxplanation
arrd note that cohabiting with roughly
nvo hundrecl "guys" can bc rough.

Latc on a Saturday afterrroon, Iathcr
Angclo Zankl, the abbey's oldest mcm-
bcrn is seated in his wheclchair in the
rctire¡rrent wing, homc to twcnty meÌ¡t-
hers of the community. His lO3-yeanolcl
face is thin, but his wide eyes are clear
and bright, and his delicate, almost fcm-
ininc lips ale raised in ir perpetual smile.
l1c is good-hurnoretl, whip-smart, and
rrclt shy irbout teasing Sather Skudlarek,

wht¡ sits bcside hirrr, or the two nurscs
at the reception desk. Ncvcrtheless,
Father Z,ankl is a privatc man, and he is
unwillirrg to co¡nmcnt for publication
o¡r thc circumstances of his life at St.

John's. It can only be noted that hc
arrivcd at the alrbey at age clcvcn in a
horse and bugg¡ and that hc spenr most
of his ntonastic carccr ministering to a
Duluth parish.

"Angcl{)," Father Skudlarek protls
him. "rVhy is it that èvéryonc rcmains
so yourìß at the abbcy?"

Father Zankl glances âr rhe younger,
sixty-fivc-ycar-old monk with a dismis-
sivcn nearly contemptuous glarc.
'o'fhey're awfully slow bringing me rrry
food this àftérnoon."

"Slow, arc thcy?"
"That's rightr" Father Zankl says,

his tc¡nc flat enoug,h to sufigËsr that hc is
only half ioking. .

Father Skucllarck gcntly pats Farher
Zankl's bony hands. "But why is it that
lnonks livc so long at St. lohn's?"

Father Z,ankl sighs impatienrly.
He opens his rnouth, closcs it, therr
sntiles. "'!lhy tlo thcy live so long,?" He
asks, raising his hands slightly. "f)on'r
tlsk tte."

Iìathcr Skudlarek bursts out laugh-
ing arrd ¡rlaces one hand <¡n his brother's
shoulder, lovirrgly assruing hinr, "l,urrch
is on the wa¡ Angelo. f)on't worry
rìbout a thing." la
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Local au pair prograrn now accepting
host family applications for summer.

\\ Flcxible, legal, 45 hrs./wk.

ool.øoo.

Livc in Ch¡ld C¿rc

Lowest program cost,
average $250/wk.

per family, not per chilcl.


