
       THE ROLE OF LAY CISTERCIAN COMMUNITIES IN THE MISSION OF THE CHURCH

Introduction

Is the call to contemplative prayer confined to consecrated religious – especially those in 
contemplative orders? Or does the call come also to some baptised Christians outside monastic 
enclosure? Or is it a call addressed to all baptised Christians?

The role of monasteries in the mission of the Church has been variously understood. The absolute 
primacy of the goal of union with God (which is at the core of their raison d’être) has always made it 
difficult to describe them as ‘useful’ for some  lesser purpose, however good that purpose is in itself 
(such as education, or retreat hospitality to guests, or intercession). The principal contribution of 
monasteries to the Missio Dei – the mission of God - and the Missio ecclesiae – the mission of the 
Church, is their uncompromising witness to the primacy of the universal goal of union with God. (But
is it their only contribution?) 

What role do Lay Cistercian communities play in the Mission of the Church – the communities which 
have emerged around the world, linked with particular monasteries and seeking to live into the 
Cistercian charism, but doing so in their daily lives, outside monastic enclosure?

Today’s context

What’s happening now?   

o There’s a decline in the number of male OCSO monastics (the female numbers of OCSO seem to 
be holding or growing)  

o There’s a growth of associates/oblates around ‘religious congregations’, not just OCSO 
monasteries and convents

o Monastic spirituality is being drawn on and appropriated by Christians not linked to a particular 
monastery

o There’s an important ecumenical dimension because of the unity in charism across 
denominational boundaries

o There are new expressions of ‘being Church’, and being ‘monastic’ e.g. ‘New Monasticism’

What’s happening in the wider world?

o There’s a search for depth, for authentic spirituality, for a contemplative dimension in a 
superficial world flooded with information and made shallow by transient relationships. What is 
sometimes labelled ‘alienation’ from the dominant culture is growing 

o There’s a secular ‘Mindfulness’ trend which dovetails with this and with a longer-standing 
Western appropriation of aspects of Eastern spirituality

o There’s a formal interfaith dialogue, including monastic dialogue
o There‘s the pressure of secular society on the Church which caused Karl Rahner to say: ‘The 

devout Christian of the future will either be a “mystic,” one who has experienced “something,” or
he will cease to be anything at all’

The mission of the Church: what is it? 

There are many definitions. 
Some are functional (e.g. the  5-fold one which some Churches have adopted, embracing evangelism,
nurture of the baptised, social service, social justice, and the care of creation)
Some are theological (e.g. the Reign of God working through the Church to redeem and transform 
the world created and loved by God: see especially Pope Paul VI’s Evangelii Nuntiandi.)
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For our purposes it may be helpful to focus on the sayings of Jesus, ‘I have come that they may have 
life, and may have it in all its fullness’ (John 10.10) and  ‘Peace be with you! As the Father sent me, so
I send you.’ Then he breathed on them, saying, “Receive the Holy Spirit!”’ (John 20:21-22). 

Mission transmits life in the Spirit. Modelling and imparting the life of communion with God are 
intrinsic to that universal mission entrusted to the disciples.  At the heart of life-giving mission is the 
truth of this saying:  contemplare et aliis contemplata tradere – ‘to contemplate [God] and pass on to
others [the present reality] of that contemplated [i.e. God]’. 

The emergence of Lay Cistercian communities:
o This is a comparatively recent development over the last few decades, primarily in the 

secularising Western world. 
o Added to the personal response of thousands of us to an individual call (as well as to our 

need), has come the recognition that there’s a community dimension to this call. 
o Because of this lived community dimension, the Cistercian Order has been able to 

‘recognise the Cistercian charism in the lived experience of groups of lay persons 
associated with a number of our monasteries.’ 

o We are now beginning to ask what our place is in the mission of the Church. What are we 
Lay Cistercians here for – yes, as individuals, but more basically as communities? What is 
God doing? What is God calling us to do and be? What happens to monastic spirituality 
where monasteries wither, or are not yet established? What is our own corporate 
responsibility for modelling and imparting the life of communion with God, for passing on 
‘the fruits of contemplation’ to a spiritually dying culture? And how might we best do it?

Scripture  

Luke 10:38-42 ‘But the Lord answered, “Martha, Martha, you are fretting and fussing about so many 
things; only one thing is necessary. Mary has chosen what is best; it shall not be taken away from 
her’’.’

Matthew 5:13 ‘You are salt to the world. And if salt becomes tasteless, how is its saltness to be 
restored? It is good for nothing but to be thrown away and trodden underfoot. You are light for all 
the world. A town that stands on a hill cannot be hidden.’

John 3:8 ‘The wind blows where it wills; you hear the sound of it, but you do not know where it 
comes from or where it is going. So it is with everyone who is born of the Spirit.’

Some quotations

This Order is a monastic institute wholly ordered to contemplation. (The Constitutions of OCSO)

We recognise the existence of a lay expression of our Cistercian charism in the lived experience of 
the groups of lay persons associated with a number of the monasteries of our order (the 2008 
meeting of the Abbots and Abbesses of OCSO)   

You can be an engaged apostolic person in the world and a contemplative. (Richard Rohr)

Preach the Gospel at all times, and if necessary use words.  (Attributed to St Francis of Assisi, though 
this is challenged)
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Extracts, short papers

1. From the Constitutions of The Cistercian Order (Strict Observance)

C. 2 The Nature and Purpose of the Order 
This Order is a monastic institute wholly ordered to contemplation. The monks dedicate themselves 
to the worship of God in a hidden life within the monastery under the Rule of St Benedict. They lead 
a monastic way of life in solitude and silence, in assiduous prayer and joyful penitence as defined in 
these Constitutions, thus rendering to the divine majesty a service that is at once humble and noble. 

C. 3 The Spirit of the Order 
1 The Cistercian way of life is cenobitic. Cistercian monks seek God and follow Christ under a rule and
an abbot in a stable community that is a school of brotherly love. Since all the brothers are of one 
heart and one mind, they have everything in common. By bearing one another's burdens they fulfil 
Christ's law, participating in his sufferings in the hope of entering the kingdom of heaven. 

2 The monastery is a school of the Lord's service where Christ is formed in the hearts of the brothers 
through the liturgy, the abbot's teaching and the fraternal way of life. Through God's Word the 
monks are trained in a discipline of heart and action to be responsive to the Holy Spirit and so attain 
purity of heart and a continual mindfulness of God's presence. 

3 The monks follow in the footsteps of those whom, in times past, God called into the desert to 
engage in spiritual warfare. As citizens of heaven, they become strangers to worldly behaviour. Living 
in solitude and silence they aspire to that interior quiet in which wisdom is born. They practise self-
denial in order to follow Christ. Through humility and obedience they struggle against pride and the 
rebellion of sin. In simplicity and labour they seek the blessedness promised to the poor. By generous
hospitality they share with their fellow-pilgrims the peace and hope which Christ has freely given. 

4 The monastery is an expression of the mystery of the Church, where nothing is preferred to the 
praise of the Father's glory. Every effort is made to ensure that the common life in its entirety 
conforms to the Gospel, which is the supreme law. In this way the community will not be lacking in 
any spiritual gift. The monks strive to remain in harmony with all the people of God and share their 
active desire for the unity of all Christians. By fidelity to their monastic way of life, which has its own 
hidden mode of apostolic fruitfulness, monks perform a service for God's people and the whole 
human race. Each community of the Order and all the monks are dedicated to the Blessed Virgin 
Mary, Mother and Symbol of the Church in the order of faith, love and perfect union with Christ. 

5 The organisation of the monastery is directed to bringing the monks into close union with Christ, 
since it is only through the experience of personal love for the Lord Jesus that the specific gifts of the 
Cistercian vocation can flower. Only if the brothers prefer nothing whatever to Christ will they be 
happy to persevere in a life that is ordinary, obscure and laborious. And may he lead them all 
together into eternal life. 

2. Beyond Our Borders (Dom Bernardo Olivera OCSO, when he was Abbot General) 
Our Cistercian monastic life may be considered a charism, that is to say, a gift of the Spirit for the
Church of God. This gift was given at a precise historical moment, within a given culture, as a 
way of responding to special challenges, and perhaps also in reaction to particular situations. 
There is no doubt about any of this. However, time has had a two-fold effect on the charism, 
both shedding light on it and clouding it over. Time clouds over the charism because it arose 
within a local context at a given moment. Time sheds light on the charism precisely because the 
passing years free it from the bonds of the particular circumstances in which it arose. The 
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historicity of our charism makes it necessary and imperative to bring it up to date 
(aggiornamento) and inculturate it. Inculturation is concerned with more than just geographical 
placement or placement in time. It also has to do with gender (masculine and feminine), 
generations (youth, adults, seniors), different societal groups (country or city dwellers, laborers, 
professionals...), and with states of life (clerical, consecrated, lay...). The renewal brought on by 
the Second Vatican Council was a privileged moment in this process of aggiornamento and 
inculturation. The post-conciliar period brought yet another new thing: groups of lay men and 
women who want to share our charism in the world, in the midst of human affairs and activities. 
This means, in other words, a new kind of inculturation of the Cistercian charism. But careful! 
We do not need you to be "copies" of the monastic version of Cistercians. Rather, we need you 
to embody the charism, to speak about it in different language, to discover new ways of living it 
out, to re-inculturate it. And you have no need to ask our permission to do this. The charism is a 
gift that we have received and embodied in history, but we are not the exclusive owners. I invite 
you to continue to take the risk of going beyond our borders. In reality, however, I am not the 
one inviting you. It is the Spirit speaking in your hearts that has invited you to re-create our 
Cistercian charism and to give it a new form. Questions such as these come to mind: 

o What would be the basic criteria for discerning a Lay Cistercian vocation at its beginning 
and in the various stages of its growth? 

o What are the exercitia corporalia et spiritualia proper to Lay Cistercian conversatio that is
meant to be lived out in the world while not being of the world? 

o What fundamental elements would be needed to draw up a program of formation that 
would help give shape to Cistercian values in the lives of lay men and women 
Cistercians? 

o What sort of relationships and services are needed among members of a Lay Cistercian 
group to enable its life to grow and spread? 

o By what kind of commitment should Lay Cistercians bind themselves to the Lord, to the 
other members of the group, to the host monastery, to the Order? 

o What kind of union or association might there be among groups in the same region or 
among the various regions themselves? 

o What is expected of the host monastery and of the Order as a whole? 

Many of you have already answered many of these questions. In some cases, the answers have  
withstood the test of time, have proved to be of lasting value and have been compiled as 
statutes. Today we are in a position to share and compare our discoveries in order to carry on 
seeking and finding. May the Lord help us with his creative Spirit. Amen. 
 Dom Bernardo Olivera, Homily for the 2nd International Meeting of Lay Cistercians, Conyers, 
April 25, 2002

3. Mary Frolich (in ‘The  Lay Contemplative’, ed. V.Manss & M.Frolich)

‘Lay contemplatives are Christians who experience a call to give concerted attention to the 
contemplative dimension, within a theological and practical framework of openness to the world and
active engagement in its transformation. While this way of living the contemplative life does not 
change the practical reality of certain times and places of silence, solitude and separation in order to 
develop contemplatively, it places this need within a theological framework that is oriented toward 
participation in the secular world rather than withdrawal from it….                                         

‘Rather than defining lay contemplation as a rejection of earlier ways of living the contemplative life, 
we can define it as a development of a theology of the transformation of creation and the temporal 
world through the action of Christ in his people. Whereas previous spiritualities were usually deeply 
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imbued with an assumption that the best way to dedicate oneself entirely to God was through 
withdrawal (to the degree possible) from secular and material engagements, contemporary 
theologies affirm ‘the world’ as the locus of God’s presence and action. Contemplative development, 
then, has everything to do with a deepening of one’s responsible presence in and for the world. The 
lay contemplative movement is an integral expression of this emerging new paradigm.’

4. Elaine Heath & Larry Duggins (in Missional. Monastic. Mainline)

‘Some bishops and other judicatory leaders started asking their cabinets and clergy to read Longing 
for Spring along with The mystic way of evangelism,  which cast a vision for a new understanding of 
faith sharing that is grounded in a contemplative stance and steeped in the wisdom of the saints and 
mystics. Both books advance the position that real evangelism is never coercive, violent, 
manipulative, exploitive, or about making a profit. On the contrary, it is kenotic, giving life, and is a 
way of life that invites others through relationship and presence. In short it is the way of holiness.’ 

 ‘In just three weeks Larry Duggins and I will take a group of divinity students to the U.K. for a Celtic 
monastic pilgrimage. We will pray, walk, sing, and listen our way to Lindisfarne, Glasgow, Iona and 
Edinburgh… The students encounter the post-Christendom church in Europe. What they discover are 
small, very diverse communities bound together usually by a rule of life, a common interest in justice
and prayer, and a deep unwillingness to engage in empire building in the name of church. 
Throughout the journey our student-pilgrims increasingly question the assumptions they have held 
about what constitutes the “normal” Christian life, the “healthy” church, and what it means to 
“make disciples”. We have found that this pilgrimage haunts people afterward, creating a pervasive 
unrest with consumer forms of church, and it leaves a longing for simple community gathered 
around daily rhythms of prayer.’

 Some questions to ponder

1) What is God saying if He changes the (numerical) balance of vocations to live the Cistercian 
charism from within to beyond enclosure? What responsibility would/does this place on me 
as a Lay Cistercian? 

2) Monastics day by day do the hard work of living out what their vocation demands and 
means.  Remember Michael Casey’s words: ‘If it doesn’t have “bite” it’s not Cistercian’. What 
hard work do we Lay Cistercians do to live out what our vocation demands and means? What
does it mean? How do we avoid play-acting i.e. seeking the blessings of both monastic life 
and life outside enclosure without paying the price of full engagement with either? 

3) Where and how do Lay Cistercians bear witness to ‘the contemplative life’? How do we best 
introduce others to that ‘contemplative life’?

4) What is the world’s deepest need today? What is it in today’s society which is most in conflict
with the Christian world view? With the Cistercian charism? And what in today’s society is 
most in line with the Christian world-view and with the Cistercian charism? 

5) Our  Conversi Constitution C.22  Apostolate of Lay Cistercians reads :

‘Given their vocation in the world, members of the community participate in the 
Cistercian charism in light of the needs of the Church as a whole and the needs of the 
world. The goal of participation in the Conversi community is not an active apostolate, 
but rather the development of the contemplative life as a way of participating in the 
mission of Christ and the Church. To this end, Conversi members are urged to develop a 
degree of separation from those cultural values and contemporary standards that are 
inconsistent with Christian spiritual practice.’       

              Does this truly grapple with and clarify how Lay Cistercians are to live contemplatively in the 
world outside monastic enclosure ‘in the light of the needs of the whole Church… and of the world’?   
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            A   provisional ‘take’ on the role of LC communities in the mission of Church: 
                                  
                              The practice of ‘Contemplative Outreach’

The primary arenas for Lay Cistercian mission/’contemplative outreach’ in Western world, where 
most Lay Cistercians live (In Africa and Latin America there could be a different list) are:

 The witness to the reality of God in real people and in real world in an age where 
Information Technology is dissolving authentic  engagement with the real;

 The witness of ‘simplicity’ to ecological asceticism in a world being destroyed by 
consumerism and greed;

 The witness to the centrality of ‘community’ and ‘the common good’ in a society where 
genuine community is shrinking and loneliness and selfish individualism are growing.

                                                                              
Key places of interface   with 
the ‘world’                                     

Lay Cistercian community role  Values & practices of charism 
especially relevant    (love of 
course is a given!)

Personal family life Intentional resourcing of each 
Associate for this

Stability;  
Simplicity;
Prayer

Home as place of hospitality Intentional resourcing of each 
Associate for this

Contemplative awareness of 
the ‘other’

Local  community & place Group response to discerned 
local need ;
 Intentional resourcing of each 
Associate for this

Stability;   Simplicity;
Contemplative awareness of 
social and ecological needs;
Pursuit of common good

Workplace Intentional resourcing of each  
Associate for this

Stability;
Pursuit of common good;
Respect for labour and tools of 
labour

Social situations when a need 
or desire for depth, 
‘mindfulness ’ is being 
expressed

Contemplative prayer groups 
and witness and training

Contemplative lifestyle;
Contemplative awareness of 
the ‘other’

[local church Intentional resourcing  of each 
Associate for this;
Forming local ‘cells’ when 
appropriate

Stability;
Witness to contemplative life-
style;
Prayer]
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On-line presentations

Shalem Institute 40th ‘What has changed in the understanding of contemplative spirituality?’ (Richard
Rohr & Tilden Edwards )   youtube.com/watch?v=Pn8U5kGXsOE 

Newmonasticism.com  ‘John Skinner  speaks about the Northumbria Community’   
youtube.com/watch?v=ZyEfMwLKPls

Useful publications

Patrick Hart (ed.), A monastic vision for the 21st Century:  Where do we go from here?  (See especially 
Joan Chittister’s Old vision for a new age and Gail Fitzpatrick‘s Enclosure: the heart of the matter.) 

Elaine Heath & Larry Duggins, Missional. Monastic. Mainline

**Virginia Manss & Mary Frolich, The lay contemplative: Testimonies, perspectives, resources  BUY!!

Thomas Merton, Conjectures of a Guilty Bystander

-             Contemplation in a World of Action

Basil Pennington, Centered Living: The way of centering prayer

Joel Rippinger, O.S.B., Transmitting a common core of monasticism: A survival kit for the future. In 
The American Benedictine Review 66:4 December 2015

Norvene Vest,  Friend of the soul: A Benedictine spirituality of work  
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