
That the Word May Become Flesh, Again 
As we have been commanded to love our neighbor as ourselves, 
let us seek to understand that we have also received from God 

the power to fulfill this commandment. 
Nothing, in fact, is as proper to our nature 

as communicating with one another, needing one another, 
and loving all of the human race. 

BASIL OF CAESAREA 1 

For at least the last four hundred years, people in the West have assumed that what 
characterizes us as human is our ability to reason in a detached manner, and that each of 
us is ultimately a self-enclosed ego, a radically private “individual.” Many contemporary 
thinkers are posing significant challenges to this notion of the private self, affirming that 
we are inherently relational-persons-in-communion-and that our distinctive use of 
language manifests this. We speak words to one another, words embodied in a way of 
living, and in speaking we create a shared world of meaning. The languages of word and 
silence are interwoven, as we “hear one another into speech.” We know from experience 
that we can also hurl words at each other, turning them into projectiles that wound and 
separate. Yet we are also capable of speaking words that offer life and comfort-words 
welling up from our depths. 

More profound than speaking our word, men and women arrive at threshold moments in 
which they give their word, making a gift of themselves. In giving our word into the future, 
we are most like the Holy One, who, as Genesis tells us, speaks forth the word of creation-
“Let it be!”-and pours forth the divine life, eliciting a response from all that God creates. In 
Jesus of Nazareth, we discover God's offer of love made flesh in our history. In his radiantly 
humble life, poured out for others, God's gift and humanity's response have become 
completely one. The great twentieth-century theologian, Karl Rahner, SJ (d. 1984), was 
fond of saying that, in the Word-made-flesh, our humanity becomes a dwelling place for 
divinity.2 Jesus is the promise of all that we are invited to become. When we accept God's 
gift of love, that grace makes it possible for us to go out from ourselves, to grow in trust 
and freedom, and to respond by making our own lives a gift.  

Our monastic forebear, Pachomius, with whom cenobitic (communal) monastic life began, 
became a Christian because of the love shown him by villagers he did not know, while he 
was being forcibly conscripted into the Roman army. His first contact with Christianity 
was with persons attentive to the needs of their neighbor, out of love for God. Pachomius 
was captivated by the Love of God enabling the love of neighbor. Henceforth, his life would 
be marked by concrete compassion and a search for communion and unity. He set his 
heart on forming a community of brothers, in which fraternal relationships were the 
“stuff” of their life. To the question posed to him by a young monk, “What must I do to be 
saved?”, Pachomius answered that we are saved together, helping and strengthening one 
another in active compassion. He described clearly what he understood as our way to God: 



at the end of his life, he said, “We were all as one person.”3 This becomes the exhortation 
which Benedict offers to his community near the end of his Rule: “Let them be the first to 
show honor to one another. And may Christ lead us all together to everlasting life.” 4 

Centuries later, another monastic forebear, Bernard of Clairvaux, wrote: “God's beauty is 
God's love, all the greater because it always comes first. The more we understand that we 
have been loved before we ever became a lover-and with the voice of the deepest 
affection-we are enabled to love in turn. The Eternal Word's speaking is the giving of the 
gift… The more that we grasp that we are simply lavished in loving, the more we love.” 5 

Bernard points us, as brothers, to the heart of the Gospel, reminding us that monastic life-
as all Christian life-is an unfolding process of the Word becoming flesh once again, as we 
give flesh to the gift of our word. And so, on the brilliant day that opened the month of 
October, we celebrated the first monastic profession of our brother Alvaro. Coming from 
Brazil, and having lived in community with us for several years, brother Alvaro with his 
brothers arrived at a threshold. In becoming brothers to one another, we discovered a 
desire to give our word in the presence of the living God. Brother Alvaro, together with his 
brothers, promises  
 

• to live our discipleship by embracing the gospel-inspired values of the Rule of 
Benedict,  

• as reflected in the monastic tradition and in the tradition of our community;  
• through a life of STABILITY: a rootedness in relationship, by which we invest all 

our energies in the building of a genuinely fraternal life, a parable of reconciliation, 
for the sake of the reign of God;  

• a life of MUTUAL OBEDIENCE: the choice of free persons to listen deeply and 
widely for the voice of the Spirit of God, and to respond lovingly; embracing a 
special attentiveness to the cries of the poor, and a willingness to risk together;  

• in FAITHFULNESS TO A CENOBITIC MONASTIC LIFE OF DIALOGUE AND 
COMMUNION (Conversatio Morum): in the encounter with the living Word in 
communal and personal prayer, in lectio, in the cultivation of silence and reflection 
("listening for the God who listens" 6), and in just and loving relationships;  

• all the while striving to be faithful to the lay, prophetic charism of monastic life as a 
sign of Pentecost in today's church and the world.  

At the origins of the monastic movement, “profession” referred to the entire living out of 
the monastic way of life, over a lifetime.7 As the tradition developed, “profession” came to 
mean the public act of commitment, and this understanding has perdured to our own day. 
Both meanings reveal important truths, which Benedict seems to have united in his Rule 8. 
The promise, spoken and given, becomes flesh over time. We promise to speak our “yes” 
each day, in the hope that our humble grains of wheat may, by God's grace, become bread 
to be shared-God's love and our response becoming more fully one, through the gift of our 
common life.  
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