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The Biblical Basis for
Monastic Life

What Kind of Life?

We are not speaking of some generic monastic life, but of
the life to be lived in our Cistercian Abbey Our Lady of

Dallas. This framework and the purpose of this life are
well defined. It is supposed to be the life of celibate men
in daily. passionate dialogue with God who called them,
with Christ who gave the pattern for their life, and with the
Spirit who animates them. This life is supposed to be based
on an understanding of their faith with a substantial theo-
logical knowledge. It is expected to be an intellectual life
of some reasonable level for men who earn their bread
from teaching, a life free from ambitions of career and
money. but motivated by an ongoing ambition for “con-
version” —i.e.. improving the self and serving others.
especially the youth entrusted to them and all who come to
the monastery for spiritual help. What are the foundation-
al values of this life?

The Directives of the Gospels

Each of the four canonical gospels presents Christian life
as the ideal of following Jesus. Every one of them begins
Jesus’ ministry by telling of his effort to gather around
himself a special group of people who are to share his life
by “walking with him” or “following him” and eventually
sharing his destiny. The life of the apostles with Jesus,
called in the early church simply the vita apostolica, is the
clearest and simplest conceptualization of what Christian
monasticism first identified as its ideal. The calls of the
first disciples are found at the opening of chapters dealing
with Jesus” ministry (Mt 4:18-22; Mk 1:16-20; Lk 5:1-11;
In 1:35-51). This ideal is implied in the command “Follow
me” (Mt 4:19, 8:22, 9:9;: Mk 1:17; 2:14; Lk 5:27) and in
the promise I will make you fishers of men™ (Mt 4:19. Mk
1:17, Lk 5:10), in the invitation to share intimately in
Jesus' life away from the crowds (Mk 6:31) as well as to
extend his ministry to the people who come to him (Mt
10:1; Mk 6:7; Lk 9:1, 10:1). But most importantly -- and
in this respect the first disciples came to an understanding
of their call only after initial failures -- the disciples were
called to share in Jesus’ suffering, his “cross™ (Mt 16:24 =
Mk 8:34 = Lk 9:23), his "cup,” (Mt 26:42; Mk 14:36: Lk
22:42), or his “trials” (Lk 22:28) — the three most signif-
icant expressions describing the invitation to participate in
Jesus’ final destiny. The “apostolic life™ is, therefore, a life
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This picture illuminated from a 10th-century gospel book
expresses dramatically what "apostolic life'"" meant for the
ancient church: twelve men chosen to evangelize the world are
tightly united around Jesus in the midst of the world's storm

while Jesus appears to be asleep on a pillow (cf. Mk 4:38).

that involves shared companionship with Jesus in its
lifestyle and activity, in its experiences of self-denial and
perseverance.

It is in Matthew's Gospel that the cost and gain of the
discipleship is treated most extensively. One must medi-
tate, verse by verse, on chapter 19 to see how the evange-
list builds up a case for a “lifestyle of discipleship™ that is
only for those to whom such an outlook is granted (19:11).
It is in this context that Jesus explains his own celibate life
and that of others renouncing marriage “for the kingdom
of heaven” (19:12). This statement is followed by his
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teaching on leaving behind riches and the pursuit of earth-
ly possessions (19:16-24). The section ends with a promise
that the renunciation of possessions and family (wives and
children) results for the disciple in receiving a "hundred
times more and eternal life” (19:29).

The Evangelical Counsels and the Monastic Tradition
The texts quoted above were constitutive for the monastic
movement and the ever-expanding forms of "religious life"
or "consecrated life,” known in Catholic tradition also as a
life in pursuit of the "evangelical counsels." The latter name
is based on Jesus’ statement in Mt 19:11 in which he states
that such a call is not for everyone, only for those who are
called (Such a life is not a matter of precept, but advice or
counsel.). Christianity has never existed without the prac-
tice of the "evangelical counsels.” However, in a significant
step toward a fuller understanding and practice of the
“apostolic life,” the monastic movement created institutions
in which celibacy “for the sake of the kingdom” and vol-
untary poverty were practiced in community with the prac-
tice of obedience to a superior (abbot or prior) representing
Christ for the members.

The Biblical Basis and the Vocation Crisis

Since the Church is experiencing a “vocation crisis™ at the
present, many people (with the media in the forefront) ask
whether we are experiencing the end of religious life as
practiced in Catholic Christianity for two millennia. Such
statements are based on a mixture of legitimate fears and
incorrect assessment. The decline of vocations in the last
three decades of the 20th century was subsequent to an
unrealistic glut of vocations in the fist decade that followed
the Second World War. In the 1970’s the crisis of religious
life began with large numbers of men and women sudden-
ly leaving the framework of their vows. Such things did
happen before. Other times of spiritual and cultural crisis
witnessed similar sudden collapses of monastic and reli-
gious communities. The decades that followed the

Reformation or the years right after the French Revolution
are full of such stories.

Exactly because religious life springs from the essen-
tial elements of the Christian experience, religious life and,
in particular, monastic institutions have the tendency of
rejuvenating after years of crisis. Few people realize that
during the first half of the 19th century, because of revolu-
tions, wars and the secularization of public life, practically
all monastic institutions were abolished or suppressed or
simply collapsed by themselves. Consequently, all forms of
monastic life rooted in patristic and medieval tradition had
to be jump-started by new foundations, re-organizations or
a completely new beginning. Although the second half of
the 20th century experienced no world war, there has been
a revolutionary change in culture and lifestyle. No wonder,
therefore, that the old institutions collapsed largely because
of internal crises, although violent suppressions have also
taken place.

“Ask the Lord of the Harvest” (Mt 9:37 and Lk 10:2)
Jesus himself considered his own task of finding workers
for his missionary campaign in Galilee an arduous one.
Even a casual reader of the gospels catches his sentiment of
anxiety when seeing human beings like exhausted “sheep
without shepherds” (9:36) to lead them to healthy pastures.
The 19th chapter of Matthew's gospel is built around Jesus'’
own effort to call a young man to follow him and failing
because the man is rich-and cannot leave behind his pos- .
sessions. The story is a sad one, more than any other: Jesus’
call fails, the young man leaves sadly (19:22), Jesus him-
self sadly states, “How difficult it is for the rich to enter the
Kingdom!” (19:23). And the disciples who witness this are
so utterly demoralized that they exclaim, “Then who can be
saved?’(19:25). Then “Jesus looked at them and said, ‘For
human beings this is impossible but for God everything is
possible” (19:26). One must realize that the birth of a reli-
gious vocation belongs to the realm where God alone
reigns and rules. It is a from the realm of grace that voca-
tions are to be born.
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the end of the homily I addressed our students in English.
At the tomb, Abbot Polycarp, visibly moved, uttered the
following: "Fifty-five years ago as a novice I have received
Fr. Lawrence's teaching. Ever since I have live from that
treasure. Fr. Lawrence, we ask you to remain with us,
because our monastery needs your guidance, teaching and
example more than ever!"

Now in the basilica of Zirc Fr. Lawrence’s body rests under
a beautiful monument carved of red marble beside eight
the abbatial tombs. In gold letters the following inscription
stands:

“I STRIKE THE SHEPHERD AND THE
SHEEP WILL BE SCATTERED” (MK 14:7)
HERE AWAIT THE DAY OF GLORIOUS
RESURRECTION.

THE EARTHLY REMAINS OF FR. LAWRENCE
SIGMOND (1911-1964)

ABBATIAL VICAR (1950-1964)

GOOD AND PRUDENT SERVANT
FAITHFUL SHEPHERD OF A SCATTERED FLOCK
AND

TRUE WITNESS TO THE SUFFERINGS OF CHRIST. 1~ )
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