Monastery

A Monastery Lifestyle In The 21st Century 

It was the faint aroma of incense that triggered the memories.

The memories of an eight year old girl kneeling at a prayer desk in the chapel of an English abbey. 

Heeding her mother’s whispered instructions she bowed her head, absorbing the beauty of the nuns’ singing and the seductive smell of incense as it wafted in the air, released by the gleaming brass brazier of the abbot.

I was that little girl and the abbot was my uncle.  To my younger sister and I he was our Uncle Vernon, but in Catholicism he was Benedictine monk Dom. Aldhelm, abbot of St Mary’s Abbey at Colwich near Stafford.  

To this day I have never forgotten the singing of the nuns, the richness of the embroidery on my uncle’s vestments and the smell of the incense.

So now almost 60 years later here I was, in the small church of the Southern Star Abbey at Kopua near Dannevirke.  I was with the abbot Father Brian Keogh head of a Cistercian community of ten monks who live by the Rule of St Benedict.  Cistercians evolved out of the Benediction Rule as a reform movement in the 11th century. 

Tall, friendly and with a definite aura of another life, Brian, as he prefers to be known in this modern age had welcomed me to an interview about the monastery lifestyle and was showing me around.  Peace and simplicity abound here.  From the plain white buildings, including a newly opened guest house to the rural beauty of the countryside.

Tranquility starts at the entrance off Kopua Rd at the back of Takapau.  Head up a wide slightly curving driveway through an avenue of trees that seem to draw you towards your final destination – the monastery.  The symbolism is not hard to figure out.  On the day of my visit snowy Ruahine ranges to the west brought a bite to the air and capped off the immediate surroundings where vivid green pasture dotted with dairy cows contrasted with darker stands of bush.  It wasn’t hard to imagine the birdsong.  I’m told there are five bush walks on the property and the views are spectacular.   

Irish monks from Mount Melleray, County Waterford established Southern Star Abbey in 1954, bringing with them the traditional lifestyle of combining manual labour with prayer in an effort to be self- supporting.  With a mixed farming regime of sheep, cattle, pigs, potatoes, orchids and bees the brothers continued this practice.  Their old honey house in fact was the original shearers quarters in which the brothers lived whilst they built the monastery.

But in more recent times an aging community combined with a modern day reluctance for the monastic life has put pressure on these traditions.  A 600 cow dairy herd operated by a sharemilker and two staff is now the economic lifeline.  The 10 brothers meanwhile have their own responsibilities – from water pumps, cooking and domestic work to finances and the guest- house. 

The tradition of hospitality to pilgrims and wayfarers is as central to Benedictine life today as in medieval times and is all- encompassing.  Guests are greeted as if they were Christ and while today’s Southern Star pilgrims may not have their hands and feet washed on arrival the ethos of respect, prayer and the sharing of food and lodgings remains unchanged.  

The new guesthouse is white, light- filled and built with a simplicity of design that reflects traditional Cistercian architectural values in a modern form.  With eight single and two ensuite rooms for couples, a kitchen and meditation room it provides a comfortable and contemplative environment for its many visitors. Some pass through while others stay longer on retreat.  Special attention is paid to the poor and to pilgrims (those searching for a deeper meaning to life).

As the monastery continues to open itself to the world lay people are increasingly significant, with the Rule attempting to maintain its foundations whilst recognising the need to accommodate change.  Along with the ten brothers the monastery has ‘companions’ who help the monks and share their spiritual journey.  

“ So do monks still have a ‘monastic cell’ in these modern times?” I asked Brian. “Yes,” it seems.  A bed, table, chair and a hook for the robes.  Again my mind flashed back to my uncle’s tiny cell at Colwich.  We only viewed it once.

Was Southern Star a silent order?  In keeping with tradition it was and communication was by signs.  Today there are times of silence.

And what about the daily life of a monk?  Brian explained that every life needs a structure and that life hinges around seven times of daily prayer starting at 3.45am when they rise for the Night Office which is regarded as the Womb of Silence.  Morning Prayer/Mass follows at 6am, then breakfast and 8am Third Hour Prayer.  Three more sessions on through the day culminate with 8pm Night Prayer.  All daily prayers are chanted – Latin has long given way to English – and are interceded with work, rest and meditation.  A long day?  Indeed.

Whilst visitors are offered at least two cooked meals a day including meat the monks dine more sparsely in keeping with the spirit of self discipline and sacrifice.  Nor do they eat meat – for a very good reason.   Red meat, as most red- blooded westerners know stirs the passions.  For the monks it was a case of not putting temptation in their way.  

We talked as we walked, into a large kitchen, along passages, meeting and greeting as we headed to the heart of the monastery.  The church.  In this plain wooded room attention was immediately drawn to a huge leather bound psalter reflecting a centuries old musical legacy and to Rembrandt’s contemplative masterpiece ‘The Prodigal Son.” Here again were the straight lines, the simplicity and the light.

And here again the haunting smell of incense….

