Transforming community - lay Cistercians and ecumenism

Hi I’m Nick Polaschek, from Wellington in Aotearoa New Zealand, married to Linda, with three
children and eight grandchildren. Born into the Catholic faith. Linda and | have been Associates - lay
Cistercians — of Our Lady of the Southern Star Abbey since 2016.

Francis, our recently deceased pope, has been leading us as Catholics towards a synodal church,
thatis based on inclusion and participation. He taught us that, with this orientation as church —the
Catholic Christian community - we need to be outwardly focused, towards contributing to the
transformation of the world in accord with the divine intention - the realization of the Reign of God. We
do this today, not primarily by preaching, but through the witness of our actions and our lives. Pope
Francis suggested that today ecumenical engagement is necessary for us as Christians, not as
traditional proselytizing, but simply as sharing our life of faith with one another as brothers and sisters
in the human family. Such a contemporary ecumenical engagement, an expression of inclusion and
participation, is integral to realizing synodality in the life of the Church today.

In the Rule of St Benedict the only way for the enclosed monks to relate to people who were outside
the monastic community was in how they treated those who visited the monastery, by freely sharing
of their way of life with the guests. This is still true of Cistercian monastic communities today. The
guest is to be treated as Christ. This aligns with Pope Francis’ thinking. How can this monastic
practice, based in the Rule of St Benedict, relate to us as lay Cistercians today?

For those of us who are Catholic - and also for those from other traditions - this contemporary
evangelical imperative, as sharing our Christian way of living with others, today can translate into
ecumenical engagement. What do we have, as Christian sisters and brothers, that we can share with
each other, and with others from different traditions? The Benedictine way and its expression in our
Cistercian charism.

How do we relate among ourselves as lay Cistercians to those from different churches than our own
whom we encounter, and specifically those who may seek to participate in our lay Cistercian groups?
The opportunity to relate to others outside our Catholic tradition will obviously vary according to our
different national and local situations. And it is not simple, as the Cistercians are formally a Roman
Catholic order.

However, a few lay Cistercian communities do have significant non Catholic participation in their
group, that provide opportunities for inclusion and participation which can, as Pope Francis intimates,
prove very fruitful for our identity and development as Cistercian Christians.

The lay Cistercians, known as Cistercian Associates, based in Our Lady of the Southern Star Abbey in
rural New Zealand, are a very mixed group. In a community of 45, just over half are Catholic, nearly
half are from the Anglican Church in Aotearoa/New Zealand, the rest from other Christian churches.
There are currently eight Anglican priests who are members. The first three of the 4 national
coordinators of the Associates over the last 22 years have been Anglican priests, the mostrecent a
woman, the Rev Dr Jenny Dawson. It is partly because of this high clerical involvement that we are
called Associates rather than lay Cistercians.

This level of participation has undoubtedly been facilitated in our case by those who are not Catholics
being able to fully participate in Cistercian life by taking communion at the monastic Eucharist. In



Aotearoa New Zealand individual non Catholics taking communion at the Catholic Eucharist is very
rare, but not unheard of. A sequence of local bishops have recognized the monastic situation at the
Abbey as different from the normal parish setting, allowing an exception at the monastery to the
normal rule forbidding intercommunion. Upon occasion the local bishop has presided at the
monastic Eucharist himself, affirming its recognized interdenominational communion, distributing
communion to people whom he knew were Anglicans. Local Anglicans view the monastery as a
spiritual centre for their diocese, as much as Catholics.

Many visitors to the monastery are not Catholic. Cistercian Associates visiting the monastery interact
with any other guests who are visiting who wish to talk, as appropriate supporting the monks in
sharing the Cistercian charism with them, both in the way in which they interact, and also by sharing
their own perspective as Cistercian Associates.

Underlying this hospitality by Associates is always the hospitality of the monks themselves, their
openness to guests, both in sharing their liturgies and in being willing to meet with individuals when
requested.

Being a small monastic community, currently about ten monks, probably facilitates this openness to
the guest, that is so integral to the Benedictine charism. One recent example of this in practice: last
year the monastic communities annual retreat at Southern Star was given by the Rev Jenny Dawson,
an Anglican priest, Cistercian Associate and former national coordinator of the Associates. The
monks appreciated her distinctive perspective and insights she offered about the psalms in the
sermons of Bernard of Clairvaux.

Sometimes visitors may not be Christian. On two occasions | have taken to the monastery for several
days a small Abrahamic group - Jews, Muslims and non Catholic Christians. Despite their different
faith traditions, beliefs and practices, they related very positively to the monastic atmosphere, the
liturgy, the periods of meditative silence and their shared conversation with Fr Nicho, the superior.
They found their time at the monastery a very positive spiritual experience.

Here are a few thoughts reflecting on the ecumenical potential of the Cistercian charism in the light of
a synodal church, derived from our local monastic perspective.

Although it originated within the Catholic environment the Cistercian movement is not simply fully
identified with the Roman Catholic Church. As Bosco noted the Benedictine movement, though
Western in origin, preceded the formal division into an Eastern and Western Christianity. The
Cistercian reform preceded the Protestant reformation that defined our identity as Roman Catholic.
From a contemporary perspective, the Cistercian life is part of the broad stream of Christian
monasticism, both Eastern and Western, and indeed of non Christian monasticism, a human
phenomenon manifested in various different cultures. More generally it reflects the perennial search,
to be found in many different forms, for a contemplative dimension in our lives as human beings.
When recognized, the analogies between these various human experiences of the monastic provide
the impetus for ecumenical engagement today among Cistercians, within the spiritual openness to
the world that Pope Francis has pointed towards.

Thomas Merton and Thomas Keating were prophetic Cistercian monks in our time who illuminated the
potential of the monastic, and specifically the Cistercian community tradition, to lead in ecumenical
and interfaith dialogue.



Our experience at Our Lady of the Southern Star Abbey suggests the ecumenical potential of the
Cistercian charism. We can share in the Cistercian way of life as Associates, based in our distinctive
shared Cistercian liturgical and contemplative orientation, without having full formal doctrinal and
ecclesial unanimity between us. The focus of the Rule of St Benedict itself is not on the doctrinal or
sacramental - though this is assumed as given - but rather on the distinctively monastic life. Being
Cistercian is primarily about living within a pattern of shared practices, values and understandings —
especially a collective liturgical tradition and a personal orientation toward the meditative and
contemplative life.

Recognizing our diversity as Associates clarifies our shared core of the monastic tradition. Sharing in
and through diversity deepens our understanding and practice within the monastic tradition. The
challenge to those of us lay Cistercians who are Catholics in our shared context: Can we distinguish
the Benedictine way and the Cistercian charism from the specific form of Roman Catholicism in
which it is embedded for us, when responding to interest, engagement and commitment to the
Cistercian way of life from those from different Christian traditions? The challenge for lay Cistercians
who come from other Christian traditions will be different. However, it does also need to be
recognized that, in certain cultural settings, being Cistercian is integrally linked to one’s Roman
Catholic identity, to ones sense of being Catholic.

At Southern Star Abbey, in relating to one another as Cistercian Associates, many of us from a
Catholic background have found that the experience and practice of a communal monastic
spirituality across denominational boundaries, including sometimes actively sharing in dialogue with
each other from the perspectives of our various faith traditions, is actually enriching in itself, opening
us to a deeper participation in and understanding of our Christian spiritual life. Retreats for Associates
led by our Anglican coordinators have exemplified this process of sharing through dialogue.

Those from different Christian backgrounds can bring somewhat different perspectives to the
Cistercian tradition, new resources and insights that can be shared, discussed and reflected on. One
particular area is the scriptures where they often have a deep critical and devotional understanding to
share with us.

In my experience non Catholic Lay Cistercians tend to focus on the core of the Benedictine way and
the Cistercian charism, as distinct from secondary Catholic cultural practices and assumptions that
surround this core. They focus on what is distinctive and important, because they would not be
involved otherwise in what is still a Roman Catholic dominated form of spirituality. In dialogue and
sharing with our non Catholic sisters and brothers there can be an opportunity for those of us from a
Catholic background to see our Benedictine Cistercian tradition in a new depth. We can come to live
in Christ more deeply in and through our relationships with our non Catholic Cistercian sisters and
brothers.

Relating to those with a different Christian background can embody anew the divine Word to us, not
by explicitly addressing our differences, but in simply realizing together a common monastic
experience and understanding, that is shared between us from somewhat different perspectives. We
can deepen our own faith experience, as others share their distinctive response to gracious divine
involvement with us from their perspective. And vice versa. In his recent text, Ad theologiam
promovendam (2023), talking of contemporary Christian understanding Pope Francis noted that today
“theology cannot but take place in a culture of dialogue’. Pope Leo echoed this in his first public



comments after his election, referring to a “”’church that builds bridges of dialogue””. But dialogue
actually presupposes different perspectives that are shared with each other as its basis. Coming from
traditions with different perspectives and histories can potentially allow dialogue through which
comes a deeper and fuller realization of the Benedictine way and Cistercian charism than is possible
from within a single Christian culture.

In following the Benedictine way and the Cistercian charism we recognize that a common approach to
liturgical and sacramental practice, complemented by a shared contemplative spirituality, is most
important. Thus, in our case at Southern Star Abbey intercommunion in this setting is based on a
shared way of living and praying, rather than complete doctrinal agreement or common ecclesiastical
obedience. Intercommunion, in this specific situation, is the full Christian practice of inclusion and
participation, one unusual expression of the ecclesial synodality that Pope Francis pointed towards,
based on a shared way of life that is expressed in Cistercian practices, values and understanding. If
these are central to one’s life then intercommunion, in this specific context, makes sense.

Cistercians have a distinctive form of the Christian way, rich and deep, to offer the world today. As lay
Cistercians we share a collective liturgical and sacramental orientation in responding to gracious
divine involvement with us. We share a personal orientation toward the meditative and contemplative
life that has the potential to transcend denominational divisions.

In my view this form of sharing, between faith traditions within the Cistercian family, can be an
example of the synodal outward looking direction that Pope Francis pointed us in. Perhaps this is even
opening up a new dimension of the divine Word to us in our contemporary cultural context. The future
for lay Cistercians in some, maybe many, places may ultimately lie in becoming more ecumenical.

Beyond our way of living in relation to one another, the expression of synodality as Associates -
through participation and mission - can be by sharing our Cistercian life with others. We have various
gifts from our tradition to offer the Christian church, Catholic and beyond, and the wider society.
These include, fundamentally, a witness to committing time each day for prayer in communion with
our divine Source as the final purpose of our lives. Here we can remember what Karl Rahner said: “the
Christian of the future will be a mystic or she will not exist at all”. But there are also other elements of
our Cistercian way of life we have to offer others. In particular today the contribution to human
wholeness that can be made by collaborative work, in contrast to competitive individual achievement.
Also by the practice of regular meditative silence within our media saturated world. The potential to
share these gifts as lay Cistercians arises primarily in our personal lives, but also sometimes in our
times at the monastery. In and through sharing these gifts we are showing love for the other in
response to our divine Source, which is the ultimate purpose of our lives as human beings.

If synodality is about Christians’ contributing, though their openness and participation, to
transformation of the world, as Pope Francis suggests, then, from our experience, the Cistercian
community, monastic and lay, today has the potential to be a site of Christian growth and
development, within the Catholic church, and beyond, in the wider Christian and human family.
Today, as lay Cistercians we are being invited to share in leadership in ecumenical dialogue within the
Cistercian family.



