Letters of Friendship
Community of Lay Cistercians of Val d'Igny. History of the letter of friendship.

In preparation for the Francophone Meeting that took place in Citeaux in June 2023, the organizing
committee wanted to know what topics we would like to discuss. We took the time to think about it
together, and this work was the catalyst for our “letter of friendship.”

We had many questions.

We wanted to learn more about the various existing French-speaking lay communities and the
abbeys that host them.

We wanted to discover how they operate: do they have a charter or a set of customs? How
often do they meet? What are their topics of meditation: the study of the Cistercian Fathers, the Rule
of St. Benedict, or other subjects?

We wondered if all members were committed, and to what? And if so, how do they live out their
commitment?

As a result, we sought to:

Consider ways to get to know each other and foster friendships between the different
communities.

How can we help each other? Perhaps by inviting other lay people or other lay communities to
come and share our annual retreat?

How can we receive news about the life of other lay communities?

This is what monastic communities publish in their annual chronicles. Is this a feasible idea for lay
people? The idea was launched and gained momentum.

All the members of our lay community in Val d'lgny were enthusiastic and spontaneously embraced
the idea. Convinced of the importance of creating links, in December 2023, we wrote our first “letter of
friendship.”

During the Francophone Meeting in Citeaux in June 2024, we presented our letter.

In addition, we proposed that each lay community be geographically located on a map of France and
Belgium.

We believe that our lay community at the Abbey of Val d'Igny cannot live independently of the other
communities of Cistercian lay people. It is essential to create links between us who seek to live the
same Cistercian spirituality and who refer to the Rule of St. Benedict.

We are very attached to the great Cistercian family.

In this letter of friendship, we share what we are experiencing, looking forward to reading about the
experiences of other communities.

This letter will only be of interest if each lay community participates in the initiative. One letter a year
to our Cistercian brothers does not

seem insurmountable and can do so much good.

As a follow-up to this letter, French speakers exchanged news with other lay communities in
December and January. Reading these letters, which provided updates, we felt interest, joy, and a
need to continue this experience and even develop it further. We see this as an obvious and effective
way to serve the fraternity we all desire.

In March 2024, at Notre-Dame de Citeaux, | myself had the opportunity to mention these first
exchanges of Letters of Friendship with Cistercian sisters from other places. They were interested and
passed the information on to African communities, which also responded.



Receiving such news, learning that other lay brothers around the world are having experiences similar
to ours, feeling a mutual openness and welcome, brings joy. We understand that many other lay
communities exist.

Taking the opportunity to join us, simply exchanging news once a year, is undoubtedly a wonderful way
to open ourselves up to the entire Cistercian family and get to know each other.

Another topic of openness that relates to my own lay community.

A few months ago, we received a request from a young woman who wanted to learn about lay
Cistercians and our spiritual search.

The problem is that this person, who is currently employed, always works on Saturdays, which is the
usual day for our monthly community gatherings.

Since no professional arrangements were possible for her, we decided to meet with her once a quarter
on Tuesdays. She will participate in our annual retreats.

This obviously disrupts our habits and requires us to be attentive to someone who has to adopt a
different rhythm.

Nothing ever stays the same, and we will certainly have to invent and accept other ways of living
openness and fraternity.

I will conclude with a quote from Tertullian, who was born in the 2nd century. The Cistercians did not

yet exist, but | believe we are in agreement:
“What proves the unity of the Churches is that they commune in peace, that their members
call each other brothers, and that they practice mutual hospitality.”

In a spirit of synodality, we are questioning how we can welcome new members.

The proposal for Letters of Friendship is at the service of our fraternal life.

These letters give a voice to the most humble, the most silent, and the most distant among us.

They can also open up connections that transcend borders.

Questions:
e Our sense of belonging to the Cistercian family is achieved through concrete means that we
seek to implement.
e Canwe retain these testimonies and even develop them further?
e Canwe invent other ways of opening up?



