In a Cistercian lay community, experience the "Charity Visit".

Scourmont CLC has experienced two charity visits since 2022. Why and how? That's what we're
going to tell you.

How to get there

We felt that one element of the Charter of Charity could inspire our community: the "regular visit".
In a monastic community, this is carried out periodically by the immediate father or the father
appointed for this purpose. It supports the Abbot and Mother Abbess in their work, and helps the
whole community to live the Cistercian way of life more authentically.

The question that arose was whether it was possible to transpose this regular visit within a CLC,
and whether it was relevant. We gave it the name "Charity Visit" to distinguish it from the regular
visit of monastic communities. What would be the purpose of this Visit? Perhaps, we thought, as a
first step, to reinforce each member's identity as a lay Cistercian (Huerta 2008). Already at Orval,
Aiguebelle and Assisi, the Scourmont CLC had proposed two documents: "Living the Charter of
Charity - how to progress" and "Living a Charity Visit - spirit and modality". We felt that this
approach would help us to become more involved as LCs in the world. Also, the Charity Visit Card,
the final document left to us by the visitor, should help us to develop a rereading of our LC
experiences, both in the CLC and in our everyday lives.

In the same way, this visit, through the final document left to us by the "visitor", should also enable
us to become more "family" with other Cistercian lay communities, with whom we could perhaps
also share this "charity visit card". In this sense, it creates links and solidarity.

So we won't go back over our original motivations, but we will dwell on the concrete experience we
had in 2022 and 2025.

A long period of preparation: finding a visitor

The texts we had proposed, including one describing different ways of putting a "charity visit" into
practice, gave us a great deal of freedom.

We thought it "wise" to look for a "visitor" who was a monk or nun, with experience of "regular visits"
and not too closely linked to our CLC.

For the second visit in the year 2025, we asked a former mother abbess who knows the Cistercian
laity well and who herself accompanies a CLC .

For both visits, we preferred to let the "visitor" meet each of us individually.

On the first visit, finding a visitor who met our requirements took a long time. Our search began at
the beginning of 2022, for a visit at the end of 2022. No doubt the novelty of what we were proposing
might have raised questions in some people's minds, but above all we realized that many monks
find it difficult to make themselves readily available as visitors. The process was made easier for the
second visit by the fact that this former abbess is familiar with CLCs.

All the members of our community showed total support, even though we had little idea what the
first visit would be like. During the two visits in 2022 and 2025, only one member did not meet the
visitor, but was present when the "charity visiting card" was read. This enabled us to share our
experiences on both visits.

We'd like to share this real-life experience with you.



The visit itself

Both our Abbot and our accompanying monk supported and encouraged us. What's more, we and
our successive visitors were able to practically organize the individual meetings over two or three
days. Each meeting lasted about an hour.

One-to-one meetings

By all accounts, the individual meetings were a very positive experience. Benevolence and
reciprocal listening were recurrent in the reactions of most participants.

In the presence of our accompanying monk, our "visitor" shared his experiences and, above all,
his view of our CLC.
Dom Damien, our Abbot, is kept informed of the "charity visiting card" during each charity visit.

Personal reactions

For all concerned, the encounters during the two visits were very enriching and positive.

During the first visit, the visitor clearly expressed that our united community walks with one heart,
enlightened by the Cistercian charism.

The second visit also highlighted this reality, but the visitor supplemented his "visiting card of
charity" with a number of points to which it would be advisable to pay particular attention in order
to maintain the unity of our community, so that the CLC can be more of a witness to the Cistercian
charism, which is felt by all to be a real "plus".

Among the points raised are the following:

¢ that the next coordinator to be elected be assisted by another person in more administrative
tasks, such as drafting summaries of our meetings and the meeting agenda,

e that at our annual retreat, the community selects a theme to serve as a guideline for the
following year,

e that we might consider asking someone from outside our community to lead the annual
retreat,

¢ that our retreat can take place either at the abbey or in another location.

To sum up, there is a progression between the two visits.
The first visit focused on the wider community and its identity.

As for the second visit, it took a spiritual look at attitudes or behaviors that might be hindering the
smooth running of the community.

The "charity calling cards" of the two visitors were bound to be different, as our community living
situation was different, so the choice of visitor can be important. The first visitor was in a discovery
mode, facing a community with no real difficulties. On the second visit, our visitor, well aware of
the issues facing lay Cistercians, highlighted a form of suffering in our community. This second
visit brought more personal and group questioning.

The value of a charity visit lies in these different perspectives at different times.

What visitors see

First visit



The visitor writes to us: "This first experience of a '‘Charity Visit' seems to me to be entirely positive,
and deserves to be continued. Of course, concrete details still need to be worked out: frequency of
the visit, how the visit is carried out, report, etc. As for the "visitor", it would seem to me a happy and
beneficial idea - to foster strong relations between lay communities - if it were a lay person from
another community who could fulfill this mission from time to time."

Second visit

The visitor writes: "No one should arrive at the meeting scheduled every six weeks with
apprehension. You should come with joy and the desire for a beautiful day of interiorization and
fraternity in the diversity of your personalities and gifts... and to leave happy with what will have been
lived thanks to the contribution of all, the good sharing in the respect of each one. We recognize
ourselves as brothers and sisters in the great Cistercian family, and we need to become more and
more So.

6. Scope and prospects of such an experiment

The "charity visit" in 2022 and 2025 provided an opportunity to take a look at what the group has
experienced and is currently experiencing. That was the aim. But the two visits did much more. In
fact, the personal encounter with the visitor, and above all the sharing and exchanges that
followed, by enabling each person to simply say what he or she is experiencing and how, strongly
developed personal awareness of belonging to the Cistercian identity and its values.

The sense of community even meant that one member of the group, who hadn't wanted to meet
the visitor personally, took an active part in all the exchanges, without feeling excluded - quite the
opposite, in fact.

The second visit highlights shortcomings that the community is taking into account in order to
move forward. We reread the Charity Visiting Card to correct these shortcomings and move
forward in our Cistercian roots.

These two visits made everyone aware of their roots in the Cistercian charism.

Without question, the group wanted to share these experiences with other CLCs, by
communicating the texts that guided them (and their visitors) to Scourmont. We couldn't keep
such a wonderful experience to ourselves, as it was destined to be repeated and extended.

In different contexts, other French-speaking lay Cistercian communities have already
experimented with the principle of the "charity visit". Other communities are also interested in
taking this important step forward.

The name "charity visit" (instead of "regular visit" as in Cistercian monastic life), to designate this
experience was undoubtedly providential for us, as it expresses much more precisely what is at
stake and what is experienced in the context of Cistercian laity. Our second visitor used the term
"friendship visit".

The experience of these first two visits has encouraged us to continue with them in the future. This
time frame will allow us to find the visitor who will come the next time.

Alone we are nothing, but the gaze of others roots us in the Cistercian charism as a community,
and thus enables us to go even further.



