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THE ABBOT PRIMATE

Circular Letter to the Benedictine Communities

Dear Sisters and Brothers,

I started to write this letter in the Easter Octave with the intention of sending belated Easter greetings to all. But time caught up on me. I hope that you were able to celebrate the Sacred Triduum with accustomed dignity and joy and to draw strength and hope from it for your lives. Easter is, after all, the central mystery of our faith. Here in Sant'Anselmo the triduum was spiritually stimulating and the various liturgies were very well attended. 

In the last while I have been asked frequently when another newsletter will appear. The reason for the delay is that I was waiting for certain things to happen that will influence our lives here in Sant'Anselmo in the coming years.

1. Events in Sant'Anselmo 

1.1.     Personnel

In December, Fr. Ephrem Carr was elected President of the Pontifical Liturgical Institute. His predecessor, Fr Juan Javier Flores, had completed the permitted two periods of office. On 18th March, Fr. Flores himself was elected Rector of our university in succession to Fr. Mark Sheridan whose term of office expires on 29th June. In Fr Juan Javier we have an experienced successor who also has very good relations with the Holy See. He is a consultor of the Congregation for the Divine Worship and the Discipline of the Sacraments and at the last Synod of Bishops was an assistant to the special secretary. 

The period of office of Prior Michael Naughton is also coming to an end. I was very pleased when attending the Workshop of North American Abbots in mid-February that Abbot Giles of St. Mary's Abbey at Morristown, New Jersey, offered me Fr. Elias Lorenzo as a successor to Prior Michael. Fr. Elias has degrees in Liturgy, Canon Law and Psychological Counselling. He is also one of the founding members of our International Commission for Benedictine Education and thus has international experience. I am very happy that we will continue to have a good prior. Fr. Elias spent a week here recently to get to know Sant'Anselmo and he spoke with many people. He will spend two months in the summer learning Italian and will begin his term of office here on 1st September.

At this point I should like to thank all departing officials for their valuable service and personal engagement. I should like to thank the new officials for their willingness to take responsibility for these posts which are so important for Sant'Anselmo. Not least, I should like to thank the abbots and communities for their constant willingness to make confreres available to us. 

1.2.
Renovations and Restructuring Work

As mentioned above, I wanted to wait with this letter until a further decision had been taken. On the Friday after Easter I was at a meeting of the board of our Saint Benedict Education Foundation in New York when I received the news that the director of archaeology for the city of Rome had finally approved the construction of our long-awaited underground 'Aula Magna'. The official approval is for 'The Establishment of a Museum' with 230 places.  It is true that the number of places is not what we would need for a real Aula Magna, but in conversation with the archaeologists responsible for the site, our architect was able to draw up a plan for a hall that inserts the approved 230 places inside the archaeological remains. The latter will be covered in glass and the resulting space will give us an aula that will be twice the size of the present Aula I. It will probably be the most romantic space of its kind in Rome. The next task is to find the necessary funds – not exactly easy in this time of financial crisis. Two years ago it would have been easier.

The renovation of the roofs continues. The atrium and church are finished as is the wing facing the Via Marmorata. Next on the list is the so-called Appendice. Further, we have received and installed three prototype windows from a Swiss firm and are now waiting for the approval of the National Monuments Bureau. We are going to have to replace every one of our 485 windows. The old windows neither keep in the heat nor keep out the cold and are no barrier against noise, particularly on the side facing the Via Marmorata. A Swiss foundation has made it possible to install an Internet LAN system throughout the house. We hope that this will soon be in operation. The work on a new more powerful electrical supply system continues. Finally, the terraces over the main cloister are being covered with a layer of rubber. Water-infiltration from these terraces to the cloisters below had become a serious problem. 

1.3.
University and College

On 21st /22nd April the university commemorated the 900th anniversary of the death of St. Anselm with a symposium. Unfortunately, the Holy Father was unable to accept our invitation to be present. Instead he comes here every Ash Wednesday. He sent a letter in Latin in which he particularly highlighted the life of St. Anselm as a monk. I am including the Holy Father's message with this letter. The commemoration concluded with a magnificent concert sponsored by the Foundation Benedict in which three choirs from Rome participated along with the symphony orchestra from the city of L'Acquila in the Abruzzi, recently devastated by an earthquake. Despite the fact that many of the musicians had lost everything in the earthquake, this did not stop them coming here and making the concert a symbol of their own hope. They themselves had survived because on the evening before the earthquake they had been performing in another town. Further, the jubilee if St. Anselm took place against the backdrop of an exhibition by the Swiss painter Franz Bucher, also sponsored by the Foundation Benedict. Among other motifs, the exhibition contained cycles inspired by the Passion, the Resurrection and Pentecost. It is amazing how these oil-paintings and graphics have stood up to the changing winds and weather in our cloister. We have been presented with one of the paintings entitled 'Fides quaerens intellectum'.

Another symposium on 'Mission and Monasticism' is presently taking place from 7th to 9th May. This involves the co-operation of the Congregations of Sankt Ottilien and of the Annunciation, of the Camaldolese, the Archabbey of St. Vincent, the Marianhill Missionary Congregation and AIM. The University, as last year, has 450 students and the College just short of 120 residents. The university has almost completed the adaptations required by the so-called 'Bologna Process'. Forty-five European governments have decided to create a unified European study-zone. The Holy See has joined this process and issued the relevant guidelines to Catholic universities. 

I should like to take this opportunity to ask superiors not to forget Sant'Anselmo as a place for studies. If we want to preserve the monastic character of the College, at least two-thirds of the residents need to be Benedictine. This year we were just below this quota. We hope in the future to be able to make more scholarships and bursaries available so that students from less affluent countries will have the chance to study here. It will be important for them to meet sisters and brothers from other cultures and Congregations and to have direct experience of the centre of the Universal Church and its history. This also strengthens the unity of our Confederation. 

2. Travels

Precisely to strengthen this unity, at the beginning of February I was present at the annual meeting of the Indo-Sri Lankan Benedictine Federation at Vijayawada in Kerala. In mid-February I attended the Workshop of North American Abbots at St. Bernard's, Cullman, Alabama and in the week after Easter the meeting of German-speaking abbots in their Easter meeting at Trier in Germany. A week later, I joined the Italian abbots for their meeting in Camaldoli.

In the middle of March I went with Abbot President Albert Schmidt to conduct the canonical visitation of Dormition Abbey in Jerusalem. Abbot Albert is a former Rector of Sant'Anselmo and at the last general chapter of the Beuronese Congregation was elected Abbot President. During his time as Rector he was a regular visitor to Dormition Abbey. The Theological Year conducted by the Abbey is affiliated to Sant'Anselmo. In the first few days of May it was my task as acting President   of the Slav Congregation to attend their general chapter. This took place in Brevnov Abbey in Prague. In day-to-day matters I am represented by Archabbot Asztrik Várszegi of Pannonhalma. Two years ago the Venio Community in Munich founded the first community of Benedictine women in the Czech Republic. Archabbot Edmund Wagenhofer of Salzburg, whose term of office expired at the end of April, has accepted my request to be, from 1st May, the Prior of Maribor, thus    reviving the Benedictine community in Slovenia.

Further travels are made necessary by the meetings of our foundations. I also try to attend the annual general meetings of AIM and DIM. The Benedictine Commission for China meets here every year on the first Sunday of Lent. At present in DIM we are considering how our communities can respond to the growing significance of Islam. In the near future I shall speak of this at length in a special newsletter. 

3. Vocations

Despite all the problems with vocations in Europe, there are signs of hope. I have seen that there are new candidates in a whole series of monasteries. We have no grounds for defeatism. I ask myself, rather, where these candidate are coming from, given the fact that the number of children being born in Europe is so small. I hope that other monasteries that are waiting will also receive the blessing of new vocations. Recently, I had the joy of seeing new life in the monastery on the Mount of Olives as well as among the Benedictine sisters on the road to Bethlehem. They had been waiting for a long time. If a period of drought leads to a strengthening of inner unity and a renewal of spiritual reflection, then there is every chance that new candidates, women and men, will arrive. This is my wish for all brothers and sisters. I know that this remains a constant worry and that sometimes a community waits in vain. Here, it is not merely a matter of survival, but our world needs centres where God is adored, places that increase the awareness our fellow human beings of  the real ground and goal of our lives, places where people can once more discover a direction for their lives. 

Christ is, perhaps, particularly present when we are in need. The two disciples on the road to Emmaus were just as desperate. Everything seemed hopeless but it was precisely to them that the risen Lord showed himself. They recognised him in the breaking of the bread at Emmaus. But they could not hold him fast. May we all, in our celebrations of the Eucharist, recognise again and again that he is among us, that he accompanies us and strengthens us.

Some monasteries in other countries and continents find themselves in a similar situation. Others, on the other hand, attract significant numbers. Sometimes it would be good if we could send younger brothers and sisters from other lands to rejuvenate ageing communities. But the experiences of such attempts are not encouraging. The cultural backgrounds and the expectations of candidates are too different. For this reason, at the plenary meeting of the Congregation of Religious last October in Rome, this practice was discouraged. If we look at the history of the Church we know that there have always been periods of flowering but also of the reverse. 

Early next year, with the appearance of the new Catalogus, we shall see how our communities are faring with regard to numbers. I should like to ask the webmasters of the various Congregations and monasteries to up-date their entries in the Atlas-OSB. Some entries are years old and no longer reflect the actual situation. 

Now I should like to mention a particularly important event: the visit of the Holy Father to Jordan and the Holy Land. Many are waiting with anxiously to see how this visit goes and what the Holy Father will say. I myself will experience this visit first-hand from 10th to 14th May as one of the commentators for German television. 

The Holy Father is animated by the hope and belief that in the final analysis it is the Holy Spirit who guides history and gives a peace that the world cannot give.

In conclusion, I should like to thank sincerely all those who support Sant'Anselmo personally and financially and who share the responsibility of the Abbot Primate. With Easter greetings and in fraternal affection,

+ Notker Wolf

   Abbot Primate 






                         8th May, 2009

