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Obedience: Love Made Manifest

But context is important, the
ways in which the individual
will obey these commands
differs for the religious sister
and the monk, the mother or the
father, the wife and husband,
the single person and the child.

 Ours is an incarnational
religion: We believe that in Jesus
Christ, God took human flesh
and became like us in all things
but sin. In the Incarnation we
both obey Christ and are taught
how to obey by the man Jesus.
As ours is an incarnational
religion, we live out our
obedience not in theory or in
ideals, but in reality, in the nitty-
gritty of everyday life.

 From the very outset of his
Rule, St. Benedict gives us a

basic orientation on how to
proceed in living a life of
obedience. It is basic but not
easy: we must be ready to give
up our own will and, “armed
with the strong and noble
weapons of obedience . . . do
battle for the true King, Christ
the Lord” (Prol. 3). Living a life
of obedience to the law of
God—loving God and neigh-
bor—begins with the relin-
quishment of my own plans
and agendas, my own
selfishness and need for
security.

By Brother Alban Petesch
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One of the teachers of religion
who was standing there listening
to the discussion realized that Jesus
had answered well. So he asked,
“Of all the commandments, which
is the most important?”  Jesus
replied, “The one that says, ‘Hear,
O Israel! The Lord our God is the
one and only God. And you must
love him with all your heart and
soul and mind and strength.’ The
second is: ‘You must love others as
much as yourself.’ No other
commandments are greater than
these.” The teacher of religion
replied, “Sir, you have spoken a
true word in saying that there is
only one God and no other. And I
know it is far more important to
love him with all my heart and
understanding and strength, and
to love others as myself, than to
offer all kinds of sacrifices on the
altar of the Temple.” Realizing this
man’s understanding, Jesus said to
him, “You are not far from the
Kingdom of God.” And after that,
no one dared ask him any more
questions. (Mark 12: 28-34)

Obedience to God’s law is
essential for Christians, and in
this passage from Mark’s
Gospel, the entire law is
summed up for us: love God
and love your neighbor.
Whether we be living the
consecrated life or the life of the
lay Christian, this is the
summation of all we must do.

As daunting as this might
seem, St. Benedict is fully aware
that this obedience to God,
which entails a stripping away
of the self, is a life-long process,
a task that is only possible with
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God’s grace and lasts “until
death.” This renunciation of self
is done in imitation of Christ
(4.10), so he is both the object of
our obedience—the goal for
us—but also the model and
exemplar of how we are to
practice obedience. Christ, the
Son of God, emptied himself
completely of his divine pre-
rogative and became human
out of obedience to the Father,
and obeyed the Father perfectly
and completely, even to death
(7.34).

And finally, we are even to
see all things we handle and use
as sanctified by Christ—as if
they were the very vessels of
the altar.

 In all things and all people,
then, St. Benedict admonishes
us to see Christ. Fine, you might
say, but how is this obedience?
Well, if you remember we
started out by saying the law
we must obey as Christians is
given to us by Christ: to love
God and to love our neighbor.
In his chapter on obedience,
Benedict tells us that
unhesitating obedience comes
naturally to those who “cherish
Christ above all” (5.2). So, if we
love Christ we will obey him,
and in obeying him we will
listen to the superior, we will
love and serve the sick and the
elderly, we will welcome and
minister to the guest, we will
respect and honor our brothers
and sisters in community, and
we will treat all objects and
possessions with care.

 I mentioned the nitty-gritty
of everyday life earlier, but may
not have offered any real
concrete examples yet, so here

I will attempt to offer a few
ways in which we monastics
practice obedience. In loving
God, and hence obeying him, I
will prefer nothing to the Work
of God, the liturgy, which in our
case is the Liturgy of the Hours
and the Eucharist (43.3). Easy
enough, but when we are busy
with many things, some of them
seemingly more important and
pressing, we must let go of them
and proceed to the liturgy to
offer praise, thanksgiving and
intercession to our God—this is
our primary work, our primary
obedience. On another level, it
is not sufficient just to be there,
but we must participate whole-
heartedly, so that “our minds
are in harmony with our voices”
(19.7).

Mark Fox Photography

This is the most rudimen-
tary of approaches to obedi-
ence—the renunciation of self-
will. But what does that look
like in real life and how do we
go about achieving anything
like success in this regard?
Again St. Benedict offers some
sound advice and guidance. If
Christ is the one we are to obey,
then it makes all the more sense
to find Christ around us in
many different ways. Benedict
admonishes us to prefer
nothing to Christ (72.11), and
then he delineates the ways in
which that is accomplished. We
should see Christ in the abbot
or the prioress, the one who
leads the monastic community.
When he or she teaches or gives
assignments or tasks, we are to
have faith that it is the voice of
Christ speaking through the
superior. We are to see Christ
in the sick and the elderly.
When we serve them or
minister to them in any way, it
is Christ we encounter. We are
to see Christ in the guests who
arrive at our monastery doors.
When we welcome the visitor—
poor, or humble, wealthy or
troublesome—we are to receive
Christ. Although never ex-
plicitly, St. Benedict also tells us
to see Christ in the brothers and
sisters with whom we live.

But there is another way
that attendance at the liturgy
and active participation are not
just service to God but also
showing love to our brothers
and sisters in community. When
I am present, I offer to others my
witness that this truly is
important, that I take my
commitment seriously, and
when I participate fully I may
help to uphold a brother or
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sister who is having a difficult
day—my active participation
overflows to another.

 Another example of
obedience is following what we
in the monastery call the
horarium or the daily schedule.
Obedience to the horarium
means that I am where I am
when I am supposed to be and
doing what I am supposed to be
doing. So, I am at prayer when
I should be, I am at work when
I should be, I am with the
community when I should be, I
am doing lectio divina when I
should be. This is obedience in
its most fundamental and, often
times, its most difficult ex-
pression. Day after day, it is not
easy to lay aside self-will to
follow the routine which
becomes routine in the sense of
grinding monotony at times.
But this obedience is what we
have promised, by doing
something so basic I say: “I have
promised myself to God and
this is one way in which that
promise expresses itself. I do
this because I must, yes, but
more importantly because I
want to, and I want to because
I love God.” There are other
ramifications of this basic
obedience which fulfill the
commandment to love others.
Community functions better
when I do my work. I become a
better monastic when I devote
my time to prayer and lectio,
and, in becoming a better
monastic, the community
becomes stronger.

more, that I do all these things
with all my heart, all my soul,
all my mind and all my
strength—and this obedience
will help me to be “not far from
the kingdom of God.”             �

We are all called to love the
Lord our God and our neighbor,
and one of the ways in which
that love is made manifest is in
obedience. Obedience to this
law of love demands of me that
I let go of my own will, that I
fully participate in the way of
life of my community. And even M
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MAYCHRONICLE
May 2: The wild plums are

blooming and smell “delicious.”
Brother John Seiler was out
walking on the prairie when he
took a tumble. Somehow he
drove back home. Brother Elias
brought him to the ER in
Dickinson; John has three
broken ribs. �

May 3: A firm policy of the
monk-beekeepers is that they
get themselves stung each time
they inspect Abbey hives, to
keep their systems used to the
bee venom lest they develop
hyper-allergic reactions. Sur-
prisingly, the bees are not
always cooperative. Once
caught by the wings and invited
to sting they don’t always
comply, being of very gentle
nature. Well then, we let that
bee go and try another until one
feisty enough is caught and

delivers a good wallop. Hurts
only for twenty-or-so seconds.
The beekeepers will continue to
do this, even through the
winter: at least one sting a
month. That means trucking
through the snow and popping
the outer cover off the hive until
a bee can be caught. �

May 4: Someone faints at
the parish Mass today. This
prompts a 911 call so that the
ambulance and the sheriff
arrive. The fainter, as it turns
out, has Covid, is unvaccinated,
and refuses to go to ER. He’s
lucky. He pulls through after a
week of quarantined bedrest. �

May 7: Brothers Louie,
Symeon and Stephen head off
to the Greenhouse and Nursery
in Baldwin, ND. They buy a
package of red carrot seeds and
two geraniums. Meanwhile,
Brothers Jacob and Placid are
out in the pastures spraying
leafy spurge and bringing
wood ticks back to the Abbey.�

May 8: With plenty of
thunder and lightning we
receive a needed 1.3 inches of
rain, which immediately greens
up the prairie. The moisture
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also brings forth hordes, not
Mongol hordes but mosquito
hordes. Just stick a foot out the
door. The mosquitoes are so
ravenous they cover it in
seconds! �

May 11: Spring ditch
cleaning and there’s a good
crew. Truck #1, going west, has
six monks, and truck #2, going
north, also has six. Truck #2
finishes first, supposedly
because those were the
“earnest” monks who took the
task seriously. No way to prove
it, though, because the trucks
are not weighed in at the end of
the day, to determine just who
picked up the most ditch
garbage. �

May 13: The dining room
tables that were made by our
Father Raphael Knapp back in
the 1930s are refinished and
they look brand-new. They’re
made out of solid oak and are
as heavy as stone. Nevertheless,
the oak tables up in the reading
room are also transported
downstairs and into the
cafeteria to be refinished.
Beautiful wood! �

May 14: Carrots and squash
are planted in the garden, just
in time for the blessing of seeds
and fields which takes place
after Mass the next day. On the
16ᵗh, Brother Placid goes to a
“horse planting” in the nearby
town of Taylor—Bepflanzung
mit Pferden–which means horses
are being used to plant
something, Amish-style. Now
and again, we still find
horseshoes down on the Abbey
farm. �

May 17: The kohlrabi, leeks
and corn are planted. Peppers
and tomatoes are transplanted
from the nursery to our lovely
garden. �

May 24: We receive 3.7
inches of rain last night.
Alleluia! �

JUNE
CHRONICLE

 June 1: We have spinach for
supper, the first produce of the
season from the garden! �

June 3: After carefully
planting juneberry bushes on
the west side of the library,
Brothers Stephen and Michael
discover today that they were
just as carefully mowed down.
Oh dear! What can one say? �

June 6: Corpus Christi
Sunday and, due to the heat
which is in the high 90s, we will
not wear cucullas for first and
second Vespers or for Mass. To

see what a cuculla is, look it up
on Google Image. �

June 10: D&N Cinematics is
here to do a short video on
monastic balance (i.e. the daily
rhythm of community prayer,
work and study). You can see
this video by going to our
website, click on Vocations, then
click on Videos. None of the
monks interviewed wore
makeup of any kind, not even
powder. Not even eye liner. �

June 11: A storm last night
knocked out our internet
connections, the elevator, and
the TV. Serious business: our
umbilical chords to the world.
Brother Elias spends the day
trying to reconnect, with
expletives aplenty. �

June 14: The first picking
and cutting of rhubarb occurs,
done by the Abbey’s prior, no
less, who also happens to be the
biggest rhubarb enthusiast in
the community. �

June 15: Dr. Michael
Shaughnessy visits from
Oklahoma bringing three nucs
of honeybees that he donates to
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From the Archives:

1924 is known at Assumption Abbey as the year of disaster: the financial situation left
to the monks by the founder, Vincent Wehrle, pushed St. Mary’s Abbey and school
into involuntary bankruptcy. In May of that year, students were informed that there
would be no classes in the fall. On June 2, 1924, a last picnic was shared by faculty and
students in Medora, ND, about sixty miles west of the Abbey. Over thirty pictures
survive in the archives of that event, which must have been a sad one. Final
commencement took place eight days later and students left for home. The Abbey and
school remained vacant until September 7, 1928, when the monks returned, due to
Abbot Alcuin Deutsch of St. John’s Abbey, MN, who insisted upon saving the
Richardton Benedictines. A high school miraculously opened again on September 17,
1928, and student life commenced. Too late, however, for the boys in this Medora tree
who finished school elsewhere.

 June 1: We have spinach for
supper, the first produce of the
season from the garden! �

June 3: After carefully
planting juneberry bushes on
the west side of the library,
Brothers Stephen and Michael
discover today that they were
just as carefully mowed down.
Oh dear! What can one say? �

June 6: Corpus Christi
Sunday and, due to the heat
which is in the high 90s, we will
not wear cucullas for first and
second Vespers or for Mass. To
see what a cuculla is, look it up
on Google Image. �

June 10: D&N Cinematics is
here to do a short video on
monastic balance (i.e. the daily
rhythm of community prayer,
work and study). You can see

temperature in this lovely state,
things look pretty good here:
42.6 °F from January to
December, the hottest month
being July with an average temp
of 69.2 F, and the coolest month
being January with an average
temp of 16.3 F. Who wouldn’t
want to move here? Just don’t
say anything about extremes.
The coldest and hottest temps
were recorded in the same year:
-60 ˚F in Parshall on February
15, 1936, and 121 ˚F in Steele on
July 6, 1936. �

July 4: Independence Day
falls on a Sunday this year, and
the Sunday Prairie Stompers are
out picking juneberries. Brs.
Placid, Symeon, Stephen and Fr.
Benedict pick several gallons of
them. Br. Alban arranges a
wonderful picnic in the library

courtyard for dinner; the shade
was perfect. �

July 5: We receive more
than an inch of rain. Alleluia! �

July 7: Kolling and Kolling
of Dickinson, ND, is here to
install the new ramp that
Amber Waves of Richardton
designed. The old ramp, ripped
out by Fr. James and Br.
Stephen, is stored away for the
wood. The new ramp is steel
and looks to be very solid. �

JULYCHRONICLE
 July 1: Bikers are stopping
through, not like in the good ol’
days when Bike Aid had a northern
route and we hosted dozens of
cyclists at a time. These days, it’s
one lone biker, or a small group.
This year a man and his eight-year-
old daughter stopped to spend the
night. They are on a tandem
bike, traveling from West to
East Coast. Another man joined
up with them and is traveling
with them. This father says he
did the same for an older
daughter. Meanwhile, Brs.
Symeon and Stephen went out
and picked more than a gallon
of juneberries.�

July 2: The word “scorcher”
takes on new meaning for
everyone this summer. Record-
breaking temperatures are
being recorded all over. Still,
when one looks at the average

July 11: It is the solemnity
of St. Benedict and the monks’
schola sings a plainchant
sequence, plus a recorder-
percussion band made up of Fr.
Odo and Brs. Symeon, Stephen,
Maximilian and Bertrand play
some medieval music to make
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                                        Br. Michael Taffe, O.S.B.

Please include the names of my loved ones in your 2021 November month of Masses
for the faithful departed:

Please return your names using the enclosed envelope and we will write them into our Book of the Living.

Your loved ones will be remembered in our prayers throughout the month of November.

Thank you for your petition and prayers.

Questions should be directed to Br. Michael Taffe, OSB, by calling

(701) 974-3315 or michael@assumptionabbey.com

�

us appreciate how long
Benedictines have been around.
In the afternoon there is an
excursion to Hutmacher Hill,
just north of the Abbey, where
a swarm of bees is found in a
rock crevasse. �

July 19: Roofers are here to
repair some badly damaged
areas on the monastic
quadrangle where rain has been
dripping through (when it
rains, which hasn’t been very
often). The roofers seem to have
no fear of heights, which might
be convenient for a roofer, but
the rest of us are nervous and
praying that they do not fall.
(They are not always wearing
safety harnesses and they are
carrying shingle bundles up on
their shoulders!) We have been
rescuing bats inside, who can’t
find their way out because of
the new logistics. They are
released outside, and hopefully
will find a new home far from
the attic. �

 Here at Assumption Abbey
we have a great deal to be
thankful for. On July 19ᵗh 7
Lives Roofing Company began
repair, stripping what shingles
remained after fierce March
winds of up to 70 mph tore off
shingles and left them littering
the front lawn. These roofers
were incredible, working so
hard that, by the end of July,
they were finished and gone,
leaving the courtyard spotless,
and the area around the

buildings clean of any debris.
We can now face the rain with
complete confidence!

 On May 17ᵗh, work began in
the north entrance with Reindel
Masonry of Dickinson cutting
the concrete for a new entryway
and on July 7ᵗh, Kolling and
Kolling of Dickinson came to
assemble a new steel ramp
designed by Amber Waves of
Richardton. We thank you ever
so much for helping us with
these projects. Your  generosity
gives us encouragement and we
pray for you!                �

The Chronicle is continued
on page 7
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July 27: The anniversary of
Abbot Daniel’s election. We did
not light any Big Bomb Jumbo
Crackers because our neighbors
were very good to us this year;
hardly any 4ᵗh of July fireworks
disturbed the peace. Mean-
while, the roofers have finished
up the courtyard walkway roof
and have cleaned the courtyard
of every bit of debris, almost as
though they took a giant
vacuum cleaner to the lawn and
bushes. �

July 28: The first round of
chokecherries is being picked,
for those who like choke-
cherries. Not everyone does.
Add sugar to anything,
however, and it becomes
palatable. Not everyone knows
that chokecherry pits contain
cyanide. Crushed pits smell like
almonds. That’s because
cyanide smells like almonds.
Small amounts of it combine
with other chemicals in the
body to form vitamin B- 12. Eat
four gallons of chokecherry
jelly, however, and you might
experience headache and
seizure. Prudence is a virtue.

From the Library

The debut of a book of
poetry can be an event in far-off
Russia where poets are often
celebrated heroes. Here in these
United States, publishing
poems and waiting for a
reaction is rather like pitching
the volume into the Grand
Canyon: you don’t even hear an
echo as it slaps against the rocks
below. Which is too bad because
poetry is good for the soul.
Never mind how therapeutic
it’s reported to be, improving
one’s spelling and thinking.
Good poetry is intense. Good
poetry owns a quality of
expression that is beautiful.
That’s what Bonnie Staiger’s
poetry is: intense and beautiful.
Her first published volume,
Destiny Manifested, was about
as popular as any book of
poems can be in redneck North
Dakota: it won the “Poet of the
Plains and Prairies Award”
from NDSU Press in 2018, and
the Independent Press Award
for Distinguished Favorite
Category in 2019. Her second
book of poems, In Plains Sight,
shows how she thrives in these
arid parts—poet lovers or not—
her Great Plains of America

where life is anything but easy.
But if you look hard enough,
beauty can be found. Which
makes me want the title to be In
Plain Sight, because most of
what she sees goes unnoticed
by the rest of us. In Plains Sight
is apt, nevertheless, if she is
considered a regional poet, and
she most certainly is, being an
Associate Poet Laureate of
North Dakota. The section
headings for the collection are
interesting in themselves: “The
View from Flyover Land,”
“Groundling,” “Home Again”
and more. This book needs a
place near your morning coffee
so that you can read while you
sip, breathing in the fresh air.
The poems are not long: a
minute or two of reading, then
followed by ten or fifteen
minutes of invigorating
thought. Staiger’s poems are
evocative: summer storms,
moonlit snow, jagged ice in the
Missouri, fields of sunflowers,
clouds floating across a vast
open land. That’s not to say that
all her poems are about the
prairies, or that they are sweet
and easy. She writes from the
hospital, from the nursing
home, from chemo treatments,
even from Boston and
Washington, DC. But they all
have what people read poetry
for: that invitation to
understand in a way that is
new. So, don’t wait for someone
to tell you how good it is to
support local writers by buying
their books and making your
shelf look pretty. If you want to
see and think in a fresh way,
expose yourself to Staiger’s
concrete images and her
hardtack North Dakota wit. Her
book can be purchased at
www.ndsupress.org and, of
course, Amazon.

–Bertrand VogelweideBrother Joseph  Thorgeirson

www.ndsupress.org
www.ndsupress.org


Published Quarterly in January, April, July and October
for friends of Assumption Abbey.

Assumption Abbey Newsletter
P.O. Box A
Richardton, ND  58652-0901

www.assumptionabbey.com

Return Service Requested

Non-Profit Org.
U.S. Postage

PAID
Richardton, ND
Permit No. 20

Volume 49, Number 4                                       October, 2021

Benedictine Saints
October 3 is the feast of

Saint Gerard, abbot of Brogne,
near Namur in Belgium. He
was born in 895. As a young
soldier  attending Count
Berengar of Namur, he paused
to pray in the family chapel of
Brogne. A vision directed him
to prepare the chapel for the
repose of the relics of St.
Eugene. Sometime later, while
in Paris, Gerard visited the
Benedictine Abbey of St. Denys
and learned that the monks had
possession of the relics of St.
Eugene. Gerard asked to
purchase them. The monks told
him that the bones could be
purchased for no earthly price.
He understood this to mean
that he must become a monk of
St. Denys. During his novitiate

he had to learn Latin with the
young schoolboys. Ten years
after being ordained, he
resubmitted his request for the
relics. They were given him,
and his family created a
monastery out of the chapel at
Brogne. At the request of the
Archbishop of Cambrai, Gerard
reformed the canons regular at
St. Guislin. He did this by
turning them into Benedictine
monks. At the invitation of
Duke Arnold, Gerard reformed
all the monasteries in Flanders.
He eventually became head of
eighteen abbeys in the region of
present-day Belgium. He died
in 959. The Abbey of Brogne
was suppressed in 1796 for
political reasons. The buildings
became heritage in 1995, and

currently house a micro-
brewery.

November 19 is the feast of
Saint Mechtild of Helfta who
was born in 1240 in Saxony. At
the tender age of seven,
Mechtild was sent to her sister,
Gertrude, a nun, to learn Latin
and Greek. Mechtild enjoyed
monastic life so much that she
became a nun herself. She
followed her sister to a new
monastery at Helfta, built by
their brothers Louis and Albert.
There, she trained new nuns,
and in 1261 a child of five was
committed to her care who
would later become Saint
Gertrude the Great. Mechtild
had a beautiful voice and
directed the choir of nuns all her
life. She was fifty when she
learned that two nuns, in whom
she especially confided, had
written down all the divine
favors granted her. She was
troubled because Gertrude was
just then finishing a book on the
same, and Mechtild did not
want to seem in competition.
She prayed and was granted a
vision of Christ holding her
book of revelations saying: “All
this has been committed to
writing by my will and
inspiration, and therefore you
have no cause to be troubled.”
She was reassured. Her Book of
Special Grace became a blessing
to many, tending to God’s
glory. She died in 1298.
Dominicans especially loved
her book and made copies
available. Mechtild became so
famous that she appears in
Dante’s Divine Comedy, in  The
Purgatorio, Cantos 27 and 28, as
a beautiful lady full of tran-
scendent wisdom.               �


