Covid and the Lay Cistercian Virtual Experience

Introduction

I would like to introduce myself; my name is Jacqueline Johnston, and | am a member of
the Lay Cistercian community that is affiliated with the Monastery of the Holy Spirit in
Conyers, Georgia, in the United States. My journey with the Lay Cistercians began in
2007, and after five years of formation, | professed my lifelong promises in 2012. In
September 2019, | was honored to be elected to a two-year term on our council, which
was extended to three years because of the pandemic. The experience of serving on the
council has enlightened me to the fact that leadership is a distinctive form of spiritual

formation, particularly during a pandemic.

Pause from in-person meetings

In my presentation today, | will discuss how our community used virtual meetings for
our monthly gatherings during the COVID shutdown and how that experience has
opened new opportunities for future community engagement. Prior to COVID, our
community did not use social media or online forums; instead, we met in person and
communicated through email for important announcements and reminders. We did not
believe it was necessary to incorporate an online component into our community
involvement because our in-person monthly meetings offered continuous stability for
our formation. Meeting in person was also influenced by the sacredness of the
monastery; our monthly gatherings were pilgrimages that we would all take to devote
ourselves to one another and seek the monks' counsel on how to live the Cistercian

charisms.

Gathering on Zoom

In March of 2022, when the government announced that it would be shutting down, our
initial thought was that we would wait it out. However, as the pandemic progressed, we
realized that we needed to find another way to hold our monthly meetings. The council

started using Zoom for planning meetings in March, and after a few meetings, we

decided to try it out for meetings with the entire community. Given that we were
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unaware of the exact duration of the monastery's closure to guests, this turned out to
be a case of divine providence. Later, when the government shutdown was over, the
monks were reluctant to allow the public in right away, so they took the opportunity to
renovate the abbey church. Because of this, our in-person meetings were pushed back

to May 2022.

| had reservations about Zoom at first since | didn't know how skilled our members were
with technology. | was concerned that | would have to spend a lot of time helping
members with technical issues. There was some technical support at first, but Zoom
was quickly replacing in-person meetings and appointments in daily life, and people
were becoming more comfortable with the app. We held our first community gathering
in May, and over the next two years we worshiped together, continued our formation in

the Cistercian charisms, and shared the challenges of daily life.

Our intention was to try to continue to duplicate as much of the in-person schedule as
possible. We eventually learned to reduce the amount of time spent on Zoom by taking
screen breaks and shortening the length of the meetings. The monks continued to join

us for junior and professed formation, but as our temporary online meetings extended

for a second year, some of them refused to speak via Zoom due to their own Zoom

fatigue. Our professed members stepped in to facilitate our professed formation.

Graces and gratitude

There were many graces that came out of those two years of meeting virtually. Since our
community only meets once a month, we have a lot to squeeze into a single day, and
occasionally Gathering Days felt like a sprint. COVID and Zoom assisted us in slowing
down. More time was given up to sharing, and the breakout rooms promoted more in-
depth listening and conversation. Now that we have returned to in-person meetings, we
carry with us a renewed commitment to nurture that sacred dialogue and attentiveness
to one another.

Another blessing that emerged from our online meetings was the formation of our junior
class’s weekly Tuesday night gathering to pray Vespers and support one another during

a time of isolation. This prayer group continues to meet regularly, and now itis open to
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anyone in our community who wishes to join. Together, we pray Vespers, lift up

intentions for our community, and share in group Lectio Divina.

Itis truly heartwarming to experience such a deep sense of connection and fellowship

through these weekly moments of prayer and presence.

Except for time zones, Zoom has the benefit of not being restricted by geography. We
are especially grateful that Zoom made it possible for our auxiliary members to join us
for our online Gathering Days. In our community, when someone moves away or can no
longer attend in person, they may request to shift to auxiliary status. Yet, unless they
stay in touch with an active member, these connections can quietly fade over time. This
serves as a reminder of the need to intentionally nurture our relationships and remain

present to one another, even from afar.

Among those who now join us online is one of our founding members, whose presence
and recollections continue to enrich our shared story. We are also thankful that this
virtual space offers a way for members who are ill or no longer able to travel to stay

connected and continue participating in our communal life.

Returning to the Monastery

As the monastery renovations neared completion, we began making plans to resume
our in-person gatherings in March 2022, with our first meeting scheduled for May. Now
that our gatherings were shifting back to meeting in person, the question that was
before us was, how can we continue to encounter community with those who are
limited to attending online? It was discerned that we would begin holding hybrid
meetings, allowing participants to join either in person or virtually via Zoom.

Over the past couple of years, we’ve experimented with hybrid meetings and
discovered that they tend to work well for lectures but less so for large group gatherings.
One challenge has been the lack of adequate audio equipment and the technical
knowledge needed to ensure a smooth and inclusive experience for all. Another,
perhaps more significant, concern is that those joining online often feel more like

observers than full participants in our time together. Recently, we have adjusted the
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hybrid format of our Gathering Day. The shared online and in-person component is how
limited to the afternoon conference with Fr. Cassian, while the rest of the day’s sessions
take place separately for online and in-person participants. This change allows each
group to engage more fully in a way that suits their setting, while still coming together

for the core teaching and reflection offered in the conference.

Once again, we find ourselves in a space of discernment—seeking to understand how
to nurture authentic community between those who gather in person on Gathering Day
and those who join us virtually. The question remains before us: how do we remain one

community, united in heart and purpose, across different modes of presence?

Monastic instruction

In recent years, we have experienced a meaningful shift in our relationship with the
monastic community. Several monks who once served as spiritual guides and teachers
for our lay community have been called home to God. Their passing has left a deep
imprint on our hearts and our shared history. We remain deeply grateful for the monks
who continue to accompany us, especially through their generous involvement in our
formation. At the same time, we recognize a growing call for lay members to step
forward and assume greater responsibility in teaching and leadership, continuing the

work of formation with faithfulness to the Cistercian charism.

Our Lay Cistercian Family

Zoom has opened a meaningful way for Lay Cistercians to encounter one another
across communities. During the time when the Monastery of the Holy Spirit was closed
to guests and our annual retreats were paused, we moved those retreats to Zoom
meetings. In collaboration with Fr. Cassian and the other lay communities affiliated
with the monastery, we began offering a virtual Day of Reflection three times a year—
during Lent, in August to honor the Feast of St. Bernard, and in Advent. These
gatherings, along with the ongoing Regional Round Table meetings, provide grace-filled
opportunities to deepen our bonds, share our journey, and remain united in the

Cistercian spirit across the wider IALCC family.
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Beyond Zoom
| feel compelled to mention that the ideas | am presenting for the future are mine and

may not be shared by everyone in our community.

As | prayerfully reflect on the past five years, | have come to see that true community
transcends in-person contact. Through the grace of shared time on Zoom, |
encountered a spiritual communion rooted in Christ. In our virtual gatherings, whether
during the liturgy, in quiet conversation, or within small breakout groups, a sacred
space unfolded. It became a place of listening, mutual presence, and contemplative
encounter, echoing the Cistercian spirit of simplicity, silence, and unity of heart.
Looking ahead, | hope that we can be open to other avenues for walking this journey
with one another. In recent years, several members have expressed a desire for online
discussion groups for formation classes and book discussions. It has been proposed
that we include a membership section on our website; however, we are hesitant to do
so due to concerns about developing a Facebook-like website. It is my hope that we can
recognize the advantages of providing a dedicated space for those in initial formation to
connect and support one another between Gathering Days. A simple membership
section on our website could offer a quiet, focused environment for continued

reflection, discussion, and community—aligned with our Cistercian way of life.

Another reason we are considering expanding our website to include a membership
areais to create a shared online resource library. While we have been blessed with an
office space within the monastery, the pandemic revealed the limitations of relying
solely on physical access. During that time, we found ourselves unable to retrieve
essential materials. This experience has highlighted the importance of digitizing and
archiving our historical documents and resources, ensuring they remain accessible to
both the council and the wider community. It is a step toward responsible stewardship

of our shared wisdom and a way to support ongoing formation and continuity.

In addition to our own website, it is my hope that the IALCC website might be expanded
to include a shared archive of formation resources accessible to all lay communities.

As more of our professed members take on responsibilities for leading formation, it
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would be a great blessing to have access to materials, especially recorded talks and
teachings that other communities are willing to share. Such collaboration would not
only lighten the load for individual groups but also deepen our collective formation,

grounded in the Cistercian charism we all seek to live.

Itis not my intention to replace the richness of in-person gatherings, but rather to reflect
with gratitude on what the past five years have taught us. | continue to hold vocations in
prayer, trusting in God’s providence. At the same time, we must also acknowledge the
reality that some monastic communities may face closure. In this light, it is wise for us
to prayerfully consider how our Lay Cistercian communities might continue to grow and

endure, remaining faithful to the charism entrusted to us.
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