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From the Editor

FROM THE EDITOR

T
hefirst issue of The Lay Cistercian Review appeared at Christmas. Since then we have passed through

the long quiet of Ordinary Time, then Lent, then the Triduum, and now the fifty days that follow.

The journal is finding its rhythm with the liturgical year and the year is doing what years do in a

contemplative life: shaping us slowly, almost without our noticing.

This is the Easter issue. The cover gathers the five Glorious Mysteries: the Resurrection, the Ascension,

Pentecost, the Assumption, and the Coronation. They are not a single event but a sequence, a slow unfolding

of what the Resurrection makes possible in us and in the Church. Easter itself is not a day. It is a season, and

contemplative life takes its time within that season as it takes its time within every season.

The pieces in this issue trace different points along that arc. Brother Gregory writes from the cloister on the

strength that grows where the Spirit grows it. Christopher Longhurst asks whether Easter has anything to say

to those wounded by the Church itself. It is a hard question, asked honestly. Scott Hodgman walks with Mary

Magdalene through the slow conversion of her senses into a different kind of seeing. I have offered a reflection

on Saint Dismas and the kerygma — the thief on the cross who heard the gospel before there was a gospel.

In the prose and poetry section, Puri Mercedes writes from Galicia on absence becoming presence. The piece

appears in both Spanish and English. This is the first time the Review has published in two languages and we

are still learning how to do it well. We welcome the reader’s patience and any thoughts on how multilingual

work might be best presented in future issues. Pat Klus closes the issue with poems that, like good poems, ask

only to be read slowly.

What unites these voices is not a single subject, but a shared way of attending. Each writer attends to the Paschal

mystery as it is actually lived: in the cloister, in the wounded body of the Church, at the empty tomb, on

the cross’s own shadow, in the slow turning of absence into presence, in the quiet of a poem. The Cistercian

charism, lived in the world, takes these shapes and others.

This Easter issue, like the one that came before it, is a small place of stillness where the charism of Cîteaux can

continue its gentle work in us. May it be a companion to your reading this season and a reminder that the

Resurrection is not behind us but unfolding still.

God bless you,

John Pestian
Editor

Easter Season, 2026
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New Seeds of Strength in the OCSO

Br Gregory Escardo, OCSO, Abbey of Gethsemani

I

n our current change of epoch, by God’s grace we can greet the unfolding future with hope—that ever-new

seed of strength planted in our souls. It is as when our Lord God walked the earth and made everything

new under the sun, rendering the present and the future welcoming and hopeful. It is the opposite of

approaching the new with fear—that straggler in the battle long since won by our redemption.

Christ Appearing to the Apostles, Rembrandt van Rijn, 1656. Public domain via Wikimedia Commons.

We strengthen our Cistercian experience—both lay and monastic—by focusing on contemplation, which

keeps it real; we live it less as dreamers than as doers. Into this mix, Dom Bernardus kickstarted his leadership

as abbot general (AG) by addressing both our inner, dream nature and our hands-on, grounded side. His

challenge to us was, in effect, to wake up and dream the OCSO into thriving mode and propose concrete ways

to bring it about.

As a result, superiors quietly planted new seeds of strength throughout the Order, boosting our mutual

collaboration, which was exactly a prescription for what ails communities, regions, and all of us, given at the

latest general chapter. This intuitive, non-top-down approach inspires the grassroots to have their own say,

starting by seeding their specific dreams as a preamble to charting the way ahead. It contrasts with more

left-brain proposals from above, as pitched at the time by superiors, including revising our structures.

In a civil and religious world awash in war and fear, the type of bold, out-of-the-box leadership that emerged is

a new seed of strength that edifies the membership and newcomers in search of direction. It also signals the

end of a mindset heard at an official meeting, to the effect that we are monks, so we need no leadership—an
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outlook that may account in part for our having more monks’ than nuns’ houses without electable members,

so superiors must be appointed ad nutum.

By contrast, leadership is central to the nature of the Leadership Conference of Women Religious. Men entering

monastic life have left behind the more explicit expectation for men to lead, which may complicate the issue

for them as monks.

It is therefore no surprise that prime among the new seeds of strength in the OCSO is our Trappistine colleagues’

accelerating leadership role in houses of both monks and nuns—as effective visitors, formators, community

rescuers, monastic commissaries, commission members, and, in the case of Vitorchiano abbey, as prodigious

foundresses on a God-given mission to plant and spread the Cistercian light around the globe.

Given the Trappistines’ surpassing interest in life and the Trappists’ growing collaboration with them, we have

an invaluable partnership as we plant the seeds of our future and nourish them to life. This teamwork is a major

strength of the OCSO in our time—and one that is mostly unsung, amid the concern about fragility in other

areas.

More recently, the AG raised the bar by inviting and inspiring us to face the current state of the Order as a

crisis. To be sure, the new seeds of strength coexist with setbacks in other areas, so the crisis is not one of

survival but of growing pains encompassing both flourishing and aging/maturity. For a leading lay Cistercian of

Gethsemani, calling the present situation a crisis is useful for “foaming the runway” against unforeseen landings

in the future. In a transitional time like ours, convulsive and swimming in misinformation, disinformation,

and the resulting confusion, we tend to resist the focus on crisis as hyperbolic or fear-inducing. However, it

can summon the energy and courage essential for creative initiatives.

A further source of OCSO strength tends to go under the radar because we are so immersed in it, like fish taking

water for granted: it is our global reach. Centuries in the making, the Order is historically among the world’s first

multinational organizations. More than a mere seed of strength, it is a fully sprouted forest cross-pollinating our

regions and communities. Yet the vast intertwining of our cultures, for all its usual effectiveness, still constitutes

a fence-sitter—as either asset or liability—depending on how we value it in concrete situations and whether we

let it benefit us as individuals and communities.

Do we let it empower us and help us transcend our wonted silos, avoiding the easy provincialism that alienates

and “others” those we want to exclude? Do intercultural relations enhance our conversatio, guiding us to walk

our talk about hospitality vis-à-vis our neighbors and to practice selfless love without trivial distinctions or

preconditions? It is something we all need to learn.

In fact, it may have been the Order’s search for intercultural unity that spurred it to address the subject by

offering new superiors the recent course “Conflict as an Ally”—certainly a seed of growth, about resolving

polarized impasses. Not that everyone welcomes the possible messiness of such endeavor and the transparency

and humility it requires. In addition, it is not a traditional ascetic practice, so we easily dismiss it at our peril, as

we dream the wrong dream of nostalgia for an ever-receding golden age. Unless our strict observance transcends

superficial law and order, it remains a posture. Again, the sisters have a greater openness to dealing with

conflict—a further seed of strength confirming that our collaboration is a godsend.

At the same time, where there are seeds of strength, we cannot escape weeds, which are often potential seeds of

strength either neglected or not developed. We just need to plant them in good soil and care for them.
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We often sow our greatest seeds of strength in the good earth of the church itself, by staying close to her

in our vow of Obedience. For instance, if we do more than pay lip service to her post-conciliar opening to

non-Catholics, then, when a visiting prelate of another denomination, such as an Archbishop of Canterbury

emeritus, suggests that contemplative retreats for young adults are good for the church, we will not build a wall

by asking, as we have done, “For which church exactly, would that be good?”

Likewise, to cultivate the seeds of strength the church has enjoined on us since Vatican II, we will foster

reconciliation with other religions when the occasion arises, including with our Elder Brethren in the faith.

Instead, we choose liturgical readings that openly accuse our Lord’s fellow Jews of deicide (1 Thess. 2:14-16 the

same verse cited by a participant in a recent U.S. commission on religious liberty, before she was removed as

disruptive). By such choices we keep unknown numbers of visitors and prospective newcomers away, shooting

ourselves in the foot. If we care to thrive and respect our church, our community, and our visitors, we can

simply make better choices—and make our Peace greeting more meaningful.

As we also seed greater generosity to serve up-and-coming generations undergoing great need, more than one

house dialogue has voiced the need to learn from communities that are flourishing, such as Vitorchiano in Italy,

which keeps making new foundations around the world at a time when it is unthinkable for many to do so.

Santa Maria di Vitorchiano. Public domain via Wikimedia Commons.

At Gethsemani, we explored the mystery of Vitorchiano’s flourishing as part of the Experientia program.

After contacting its superior emeritus M. Christiana, we included part of her “Living Wisdom” study in our

contemporary readings for Experientia. A prime teaching of hers—and a true seed of strength—is that our

mission today must go against our traditional grain, by opening the contemplative life to the world, which

needs it more than ever. Thanks be to God, we are forging ahead in that direction, with the Lay Cistercian

movement in full swing.

An initiative currently at the stage of prayer and hope in one of our groups is the potential sharing of the

Lay Cistercian charism with a new generation of seekers after meaning and purpose. While it takes concerted

discernment to discover if it will turn out to be another new seed of growth in the great Cistercian family, as

we discuss it, we notice we are sharpening our ability to hold synodal conversations that can be challenging.

Another seed of potential growth refers to the Merton legacy and how guests to his abbey of Gethsemani,

including the occasional superior general and visitors discerning a vocation, at times wonder how little we
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make of it, when so many acclaim him as a wisdom teacher. Might our reticence reflect a judgmental stance

towards a brother with clay feet?

Others are intrigued by the predominance of masculine language in our readings and hymns at liturgy, which

their parishes have long since made more inclusive. Still, notwithstanding modern developments, the issue

can be more nuanced than we know, as when the Prologue of the gospel of John is said to have originated as a

wisdom hymn to Sophia, Holy Wisdom, which allegedly got changed into the masculine Logos of “the Word
was made flesh.”

A final seed of potential growth out of the crisis we considered is the study Monastic Visions for the 21st Century,

commissioned by Cistercian Publications as a wide-ranging guide for just this time; edited by our Brother

Patrick Hart, with contributions by Michael Casey and other monastic and Lay notables.

In the context of praying for vocations, ora et labora is asking the Lord of the harvest for laborers, while working

as his hands and feet on earth to prepare the ground and grow the seeds that make it holy.
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Can Easter Hope Heal Church-based Abuse?

A Benedictine Reflection

Dr Christopher Evan Longhurst KSO

Cistercian Associate of Kopua in Aotearoa New Zealand

I

n the garden of Gethsemane, Christ’s disciples failed him in his hour of greatest need. When the tem-

ple guards arrived with torches and weapons, they abandoned him and fled into the darkness. This

betrayal by those closest to him—those who had walked with him, learned from him, shared meals at his

table—represents perhaps the most profound wound in the Gospel narrative.

Confronting the Tomb

The institutional Church today faces its own Gethsemane moment. Decades of sexual abuse scandals, institu-

tional cover-ups, and betrayals of trust have left many faithful questioning whether resurrection is possible for

an institution so seemingly corrupt at its core.

The Incredulity of Saint Thomas, Caravaggio, c. 1601–1602. Public domain via Wikimedia Commons.

Yet it is precisely in this darkness that the Easter message becomes most relevant. The risen Christ who appeared

to his disciples bore the wounds of his crucifixion—not as marks of shame, but as signs of authentic healing

that acknowledges rather than denies the reality of suffering.

Justice and Accountability in the Benedictine Spirit

Saint Benedict’s Rule offers a framework for institutional healing that balances mercy with accountability. The

abbot who fails in his duties must be corrected, and if necessary, removed. Yet this correction is always ordered

toward restoration, not merely punishment.
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Resurrecting Trust and Truth

The path forward requires acknowledging the failures of the Church’s leaders and holding them to account

while refusing to let those failures have the final word. Like Thomas touching Christ’s wounds, we must

confront the reality of harm done while maintaining hope in the possibility of renewal.

Resurrecting Victim-Centredness

Support for survivors is central to these frameworks. While policies emphasise a compassionate, victim-centred

response—providing access to counselling and spiritual care—such commitments must not only be articulated

but demonstrably implemented.

Saint Benedict’s Rule in Dealing With Abuse in the Church

The Rule of St Benedict calls for truth, accountability, the protection of the vulnerable, and genuine justice. Any

culture of concealment or minimisation of abuse stands in direct contradiction to its principles. Increasingly,

Benedictine communities articulate this vision as a commitment to a culture of protection, transparency, and

healing.

Caution Around Easter Imagery

The connection between Easter hope and healing from church-based abuse is real. However, it must be

approached with care and honesty. When used superficially, it risks becoming a form of spiritual bypassing.

Though when taken seriously, the themes of Easter—especially the account of the risen Christ—can offer

profound points of connection for survivors.

Most significantly, woundedness is not erased by resurrection. In the Gospel accounts, the risen Christ still

bore the wounds of the crucifixion. Healing, therefore, does not mean forgetting or erasing trauma. Survivors

are invited to see that even in resurrection, wounds remain visible and acknowledged. Survivor stories matter.

They do not need to be hidden. Authentic healing requires truth-telling and accountability, not denial. Systems

that rush prematurely to the language of “resurrection” without justice risk perpetuating harm. In contrast,

the Easter narrative affirms the importance of naming abuse clearly and without minimisation.

The crucifixion further reveals that God is found with the victim, not with those who misuse religious authority.

This challenges distorted images of God that have been used to control or silence. It reassures survivors that

God is not aligned with abusers, even when institutions appear to be. In this way, faith can be reframed not as

loyalty to a failing institution, but as solidarity with those who suffer.

Resurrection, then, is about the restoration of dignity rather than the protection of institutional reputation.

After the resurrection, Christ restores individuals, not systems. Accordingly, the dignity, voice, and agency of

survivors must take precedence over preserving the Church’s image. Genuine “Easter renewal” requires repair,

restitution, and transformed behaviour. The post-resurrection community is not unchanged. It is humbler,

more honest, and shaped by the ownership of its own failures.

A necessary caution remains. In some church contexts, Easter language has been misused to silence survivors,

for example, through appeals to “forgive and move on.” Such responses do not reflect the truth of Easter. They

represent avoidance. Properly understood, Easter hope insists that wounds are named, truth is spoken, dignity

is restored, and new life emerges not by denying suffering, but by passing through it.
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At the same time, it is important to acknowledge the limitations of an Easter-focused response to abuse within

church-based systems. Institutional responses may continue to fail victims and survivors due to structural,

cultural, and theological barriers that prioritise the institution over the individual. These limitations often

include the protection of reputation, a lack of professional expertise, and processes that can re-traumatise

survivors through closed and adversarial procedures.

The Three Marys, Henry Ossawa Tanner, 1910. Public

domain via Wikimedia Commons.

Ultimately, those who caused harm are unlikely to pro-

vide the empathy or resolution necessary for healing. Con-

tinued reliance on them can deepen the wound. In this

context, leaving can be an act of self-respect rather than

hostility. It creates the space for genuine healing to begin,

releasing the burden of wishing the past had been different

and loosening the hold of unresolved pain.

For this reason, Easter should not be reduced to a demand

for forgiveness. Contemporary, biblically grounded inter-

pretations emphasise that forgiveness is not intended to

erase boundaries or silence victims. Rather, the Easter mes-

sage proclaims the victory of life over death, the possibility

of renewal, and the restoration of what has been broken.

This hope is not only future-oriented; it shapes the present, enabling a quiet but real experience of peace. The

triumph of good over evil becomes something to live from now, not merely to wait for.

As a season of new beginnings, Easter affirms that brokenness can be repaired and despair can give way to hope

and even joy. It gestures toward a horizon where suffering does not have the final word. Its promise is one of

healing for the wounded, where light overcomes darkness. The proclamation, “He is not here; for he is risen,”

ultimately invites us to step out of the darkness of the past to live, however gradually, more fully in light of the

present.

Conclusion

Drawing on the moral vision of St Benedict’s Rule, this article has reflected on the complex relationship

between Easter hope and healing from church-based abuse. At its heart, the Benedictine vision is grounded

in truthfulness, humility, accountability, and the commitment to continual conversion of life. Read in this

light, the Easter narrative does not erase wounds but honours them. The risen Christ, still bearing the marks of

crucifixion, reveals that healing does not require forgetting, nor does new life come at the cost of truth. Rather,

authentic renewal—whether personal or communal—emerges through honest acknowledgment, just action,

and the restoration of dignity.

At the same time, this reflection has recognised the limitations of institutional responses that fall short of these

ideals. Where structures prioritise reputation over justice, they stand in tension not only with the Gospel, but

also with the Benedictine commitment to holiness.

Ultimately, Easter hope, understood through a Benedictine lens, is neither superficial optimism nor a demand

for premature forgiveness. It is a disciplined, present, and truthful hope—one that insists on naming reality as

it is, while remaining open to the possibility of transformation. In this way, Easter becomes not an instrument
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of avoidance, but a horizon of renewal where truth is honoured, dignity is restored, and new life begins, even

after profound harm.
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The Spiritualizing of Mary Magdalene’s Senses

Scott W. Hodgman

Lay Cistercians of The Monastery of Our Lady of The Holy Spirit

Conyers, Georgia

But Mary stayed outside the tomb weeping. And as she wept, she bent over into the tomb and saw
two angels in white sitting there, one at the head and one at the feet where the body of Jesus had been.

And they said to her, “Woman, why are you weeping?” She said to them, “They have taken my Lord,
and I don’t know where they laid him.”

When she had said this, she turned around and saw Jesus there, but did not know it was Jesus.

Jesus said to her, “Woman, why are you weeping? Whom are you looking for?” She thought it was
the gardener and said to him, “Sir, if you carried him away, tell me where you laid him, and I will
take him.”

Jesus said to her, “Mary!” She turned and said to him in Hebrew, “Rabbouni,” which means Teacher.

Jesus said to her, “Stop holding on to me, for I have not yet ascended to the Father. But go to my
brothers and tell them, ‘I am going to my Father and your Father, to my God and your God.’ ”

Mary of Magdala went and announced to the disciples, “I have seen the Lord,” and what he told
her.

John 20:11–18

I. Introduction

I
n the gospel of John, the fourth evangelist mesmerizes us with Mary Magdalene’s story at the empty tomb

(John 20:11–18). Standing before the gardener with her longing and despair evident, Mary asks the gardener

if he has removed the body of her Lord. What ensues recounts the first vision of the Risen Lord in the fourth

gospel. Three moments stand out significantly in this narrative.
1

First, amidst her suffering, Mary peers through her tears into the tomb; there, Mary sees two angels sitting

where Jesus had lain. This constitutes the first moment. Thereupon she turns and in her turning encounters

the gardener. This turning to see the gardener comprises the second moment. Though physically facing the

gardener, the narrative speaks of another turning. In this third moment or double-turning, Mary comes to see

the gardener as her Risen Lord.

My interest in this narrative revolves around the conditions that allow for Mary’s vision and realization that

truly He is risen. My question simply put is whether Mary’s conversion in the John 20:11–18 pericope includes

physical transformation of her senses; that is, are Mary’s senses spiritualized?

1

Sandra M. Schneiders, Written That You May Believe: Encountering Jesus in the Fourth Gospel (New York: Crossroad Publishing,

1999; reprint, 2003), 211–223.
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A theory of symbol clarifies this question especially as it relates the body (and its senses) to the ineffable person.
2

Symbols make present and perceptible what otherwise is insensible.
3

Symbols allow inter-subjective relation

because they make the ineffable present by bringing to expression something that otherwise could not be

encountered. A person is present through his or her body; and the body, precisely in this capacity, operates as a

symbol. The body then is the material substance that supports the inter-subjective experience of a person; and,

more importantly, the symbolic body participates in the transcendent reality that constitutes the person.

The question then is whether the material substance that symbolizes Mary—her body—transforms as well by

virtue of its participation in the reality it makes present—her personal conversion or double-turning. Does the

free response to God’s invitation and the concomitant conversion of life also entail a transformation of the

body and senses?

This question I locate in my ascetic approach that understands personal transformation as a process of purifica-

tion and illumination propelled by passionate desire. In this approach, Gregory of Nyssa’s Commentary on the
Song of Songs guides my reading of this narrative. In Commentary, Gregory develops a theology of desire and

the spiritual senses where spiritual realities illuminate the bride in dialectic with her purification and affective

transformation. The bride’s longing for the Bridegroom propels her into this dialectic and the Bridegroom’s

incomprehensible nature unceasingly arouses her desire so she never settles but constantly seeks. The bride’s

purification transforms her senses such that she perceives spiritual realities; and this dialectic of purification

and illumination leads to the bride encountering (union with) the Bridegroom.
4

For Gregory, this encounter is possible precisely because the bride’s senses are spiritualized.
5

Therefore, the

following questions direct my reading. In light of Gregory’s theology of desire and the spiritual senses, is an

interpretation possible of the John text that follows Gregory’s purification–illumination dialectic? If so, how

does this response relate to our living out a Lay Cistercian life responding to the Paschal Mystery? How is such

a response compatible with John 20’s theological themes and spirituality?

This narrative and the larger part within which it is located (John 20:1–18) develop the Johannine theological

themes of glorification and resurrection.
6

These themes are pivotal to answering the key question: “Where is

the Lord?”
7

Further, it joins with the second part (John 20:19–29) to answer the question of how the Lord can

be encountered; and this is fundamental to Johannine spirituality.

However, this narrative not only intends to develop Johannine theological themes and spirituality, it also

intends to transform the reader through his or her participation in the narrative. Lectio Divina upon the text

transforms us. The fourth evangelist constructs the gospel specifically to elicit this reader response. The third

part (John 20:30–31) makes this eminently clear: “That you may have faith that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son

of God, and that through this faith you may have life in his name.” Therefore, Mary’s transformation at the

narrative level with its concomitant reader response provides the starting point for my reflection. Also, this

starting point centers my response on the sensory events located within the larger narrative at the empty tomb.

2

Sandra M. Schneiders, The Revelatory Text: Interpreting the New Testament as Sacred Scripture, 2nd ed. (Collegeville: Liturgical

Press, 1999), 35.

3

Ibid., 36.

4

Gregory of Nyssa, Commentarius in Canticum canticorum, trans. Casimir McCambley, in Saint Gregory of Nyssa: Commentary
on the Song of Songs (Brookline: Hellenic College Press, 1987), 93ff.

5

Ibid., 93.

6

See for instance Schneiders, Written That You May Believe, chs. 12 and 13.

7

Sandra M. Schneiders, “The Resurrection (of the Body) in the Fourth Gospel: A Key to Johannine Spirituality,” in Life For
Abundance: Studies of John’s Gospel in Tribute to Raymond E. Brown, ed. John R. Donahue (Collegeville: Liturgical Press, 2005), 182.
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II. The Spiritualizing of Mary’s Senses

Noli Me Tangere, Fra Angelico, c. 1440–1442, Convent of San Marco, Florence. Public domain via Wikimedia

Commons.

Within the narrative stand two key sensory events. Mary peers into the tomb where she observes two angels;

and Mary encounters the Risen Lord first as a gardener then for whom He truly is.

In the first sensory event, Mary perceived angels through the veil of her tears when she peered into the tomb.

Significantly, her weeping and peering into the tomb form a narrative antecedent to her encounter with the

angels. In Greek patristic thought, shedding tears were symbolic of ascetic purification. In Ladder of Divine
Ascent, John Climacus offers the clearest articulation of this doctrine: “Like the fire that consumes the straw, so

do real tears consume impurity of body and soul.”
8

In Mary’s case, her tears (purification) enable her to see the

angels (spiritual realities) in the tomb. This resonates with Gregory’s Fourth Homily in Commentary where

the bride experiences a process of purification much like the refining of gold. This purification allows the bride

to perceive spiritual realities transcending the mundane and prepares her for union with the Bridegroom.

Mary’s story continues with her mistaking Jesus for the gardener; that is, until Jesus calls her by name whereupon

she sees Jesus for whom He is. In Written That You May Believe, Schneiders observes that Mary recognizes

Jesus after Jesus calls her by name. Mary’s turning to the Risen Lord—her second turning—occurs because of

divine initiative. Again, this resonates with Gregory’s understanding of personal transformation where union

occurs because of divine initiative. Returning to Gregory’s Fourth Homily, he sees divine initiative leading

to the bridal bed and the union it represents. Gregory understands the Bridegroom’s overshadowing of the

8

John Climacus, Scala paradisi, trans. Colm Luibheid and Norman Russell, in John Climacus: The Ladder of Divine Ascent
(Mahwah: Paulist Press, 1982), Step 7.
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bridal bed as His divine initiative that allows the bride to unite with Him (Song of Songs 1:16). This union is a

personal encounter with the divine that results in ontological transformation of the bride.

In Mary’s narrative this echoes her encounter with the Risen Lord that transforms her into the Easter Apostle.

Schneiders identifies Johannine eschatology as “exaltation eschatology.” This exaltation eschatology “would be

essentially a manifestation of the meaning for the whole person of life in God now lived in all its fullness.”
9

In Johannine realized eschatology, then, the Johannine person proleptically participates in the mystery of the

Risen Lord and, even in this world, is situated in eternal life; i.e., exists united to the Risen Lord in a real,

ontological way. As Gregory’s Fourth Homily eloquently attests, “How could a mortal, perishable nature

be joined with an imperishable, inaccessible nature unless the shadow of [H]is body acted as mediator of

the light for us who live in darkness?”
10

The bride’s humanity proleptically participates in the Bridegroom’s

imperishable nature. The life-giving power of the Holy Spirit uniting our humanity to Christ’s humanity

makes this possible. What happens to Christ by nature happens to us by grace, through the power of the Holy

Spirit.

Initially, then, Mary’s story seems to exhibit a similar pattern of purification–illumination leading to a divine–

human encounter that aligns with personal transformation in Gregory’s theology of desire and the spiritual

senses. John 20:11–18 read through this lens leads me to believe that Mary’s experience at the tomb narrates the

spiritualizing of her senses leading to spiritual illumination and a profound divine–human encounter—seeing

the Risen Lord.

In The Johannine Resurrection Narrative: An Exegetical and Theological Study of John 20 as a Synthesis of
Johannine Spirituality, Schneiders notes that the angels serve a theological and literary function.

11
More

importantly, within the structure of this narrative the angels’ presence leaves Mary unmoved. My understanding

of Mary’s encounter with the angels also assigns an important function to this event. This not only constitutes

a key sensory event in the narrative, it also draws out the intensity of Mary’s desire and her unwillingness to

settle for anything less than her Lord. Mary does not end her search upon seeing something so sublime as the

angels seated in the tomb. Unlike Peter and the Beloved Disciple, Mary did not return home. In fact, Mary’s

desire propels her so that she moves beyond the symbolic world to the actual divine–human encounter with

the Risen Lord.

This unceasing search and ardent longing expressed in passionate desire fulfills the transformative model of

Gregory’s Commentary on the Song of Songs. Finally, Schneiders offers a compelling argument that the fourth

evangelist uses the Song of Songs to construct the Mary Magdalene episode as a symbolic presentation of Jesus

and the New Israel. Consequently, this response fits not only into the socio-historical context of the Johannine

community and its exaltation eschatology, but acknowledges the fourth evangelist’s use of the Song of Songs as

a model for the Mary Magdalene episode.

In summary, the Mary Magdalene episode can be interpreted through Gregory’s theology of desire and the

spiritual senses developed in his Commentary on the Song of Songs. What is more, this model for Mary’s

transformation would necessitate not only a faith conversion but require that her senses be spiritualized to

receive the necessary illumination that enables the divine–human encounter.

9

Schneiders, “The Resurrection (of the Body) in the Fourth Gospel,” 182.

10

Gregory of Nyssa, Commentarius in Canticum canticorum, Fourth Homily.

11

Sandra M. Schneiders, The Johannine Resurrection Narrative: An Exegetical and Theological Study of John 20 as a Synthesis of
Johannine Spirituality, 2 vols. (Ann Arbor: University Microfilms, 1983).
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III. A Practical Reflection

From the beginning, my questions come from a specific context. First, my interest in Gregory of Nyssa’s ascetic

and mystical theology shapes my world and the type of questions I pursue. Second, the interplay of subjectivity

and tradition—that is, the interplay of my experience and the beauty of the Cistercian charism—informs my

reading of the gospel of John. Lastly, the role spiritualized senses play in the Lay Cistercian vocation, especially

when looked at through its influence on everyday life. However, this last point haunts me and drives much of

my theological inquiry, as a contemplative, father, and husband.

Contemplative prayer broadens and deepens our awareness. This seems to be a fundamental pretext to the

deepening experience of divine–human encounter. Lectio Divina seems to layer meaning onto the experience

that is otherwise not superficially present to our senses. Both come together, seemingly interwoven, and

penetrating everyday life. My practice of Lectio Divina on the gospel of John, my reading of Gregory of Nyssa’s

ascetic and mystical theology, and contemplative prayer affect my senses as much as my sensibilities. Allow me

to illustrate with a story from my past. A story that takes shape through a moment in everyday life, informed

by Gregory of Nyssa’s ascetic theology, and brought to fruition in the Cistercian charism.

One Spring morning in 2012, my now sixteen-year-old daughter is three. We leave the house hand in hand; I

take her to preschool every morning. Before we get in the car, we stop a moment to look, to listen. Now space

and place become critical to the story. We live in a small house, on a wee bit of land. Behind us, residential

construction thrives. Before us, lie homesteads lived in multi-generationally, tied to the land. Alongside us, a

barren field that once boasted a thriving homestead, now empty wild, barren; great for childhood adventures.

It’s not as idyllic as it sounds. Underneath the empty field two pits hide, used as makeshift trash dumps by the

old homesteaders. The residential construction thoughtlessly bulldozes the native trees, then churns them into

wood chip. It’s more cost effective when building in the Southern United States. The homesteaders live in a

cycle of poverty. Both oppressed and wanting someone to be more oppressed than them, they sell off their land

to the real estate developer driving the residential construction. They do this to make ends meet. The cycle

goes on. But there’s another cycle at work in this place.

On a tree limb outside the front door, a tiny sparrow chirps. Further afield, a massive oak tree reaches its

branches to a vibrant blue sky. Puffy white clouds drift across the blue canvas. And my hand enfolds my

daughter’s tiny, three-year-old hand. From the side entrance to my parked car, no more than a hundred paces,

if I’m attentive, the supernatural might take hold. Mind you, these are three-year-old paces. We pause halfway,

father and daughter, to say good morning to God’s creation.

“Good morning tree,” a tiny voice.

“Good morning sky,” two voices together.

“Good morning clouds,” sometimes eliciting a giggle.

“Good morning bird,” the litany goes on.

Before too long, I crouch down beside my daughter. “You hear the bird, yes?” A small voice answers, “Yes.”

I continue: “Listen closely. You might hear all of creation singing of God’s glory in the birdsong—Father, Son,

and Holy Spirit, One God, forever and ever.”

“Really!?”
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“Yes.”

“Sometimes it’s more. Sometimes, I sense the presence of the life-giving power of the Holy Spirit.”

“Will the bird disappear?” The tiny voice a little worried.

“No, sensing the presence of God won’t take away the bird. Sometimes, the birds can help us to see what’s

there. Like a book we can read. If we listen and attend.”

“Really!?”

“Yes.”

“That’s what papa does when he sits in his chair with eyes closed. I listen, I attend. Then, sometimes I hear,

sometimes I see. More often, I don’t. That makes me just a little sad.”

“Don’t be sad papa.”

Maybe I smile, maybe I chuckle. What my daughter sees with her wide-open gaze, and total faith in her father’s

words, I must work to see—once again. In those rare, beautiful moments when I do sense the presence of the

life-giving power of the Holy Spirit in creation, maybe, just maybe, I’ve had my own double turning.
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Saint Dismas and the First Easter
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T

he first Christians did not begin with theology. They started with an announcement. They used the

Greek word kerygma for it, a proclamation made by a herald when something decisive had taken

place. The apostles did not explain an idea. They were announcing what God had done.

Jesus Christ had died.

He had been buried.

And God had raised Him.

Saint Paul later preserved the form of that earliest proclamation in words he himself had received: “I delivered

to you what I also received: that Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures, that he was buried, and

that he was raised on the third day.”
1

Everything in the life of the Church grows from that announcement. The Cross and the Resurrection stand at

the center of the Gospel that the apostles carried into the world.
2

We often think of the kerygma beginning after Easter, when the apostles began preaching openly. Yet the

Gospel itself shows something quieter and more surprising. Before the apostles proclaim the Resurrection to

the crowds, the promise of that victory appears already on Calvary.

It appears in a brief exchange between the crucified Christ and the man tradition remembers as Saint Dismas.

The Moment on the Cross
Luke tells the scene with great simplicity. Two criminals are crucified beside Jesus. One joins the mockery of

the crowd. The other speaks with unexpected clarity.

The Seven Last Words of Christ. Public domain via

Wikimedia Commons.

“We are receiving the due reward of our deeds,” he says,
“but this man has done nothing wrong.” (Luke 23:41)

In other words, he recognizes two truths at once. He

sees his own guilt and sees the innocence of Christ.

Then he turns toward Jesus and says something even

more striking:

“Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingdom.”
(Luke 23:42)

The moment is extraordinary. Jesus is dying. The dis-

ciples have fled. The Kingdom He preached appears

to have vanished beneath Roman power.

1

1 Corinthians 15:3–4, RSV–CE.

2Catechism of the Catholic Church, §571.
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Yet the thief speaks as though that kingdom still lies

ahead.

Without seeing the Resurrection, he entrusts his future to the crucified Lord.

Dismas and the Seven Last Words
Christian tradition gathers the final words of Christ from the Cross into what are called the Seven Last Words,

drawn from the four Gospels and long prayed during Holy Week. They begin with “Father, forgive them” and

end with “Father, into your hands I commend my spirit.”

The thief appears between the first and second of these words.

Christ first prays:

“Father, forgive them; for they know not what they do.” (Luke 23:34)

Immediately afterward, the thief turns toward Him and asks to be remembered. Christ answers with the second

word from the Cross:

“Truly, I say to you, today you will be with me in Paradise.” (Luke 23:43)

The order is striking. Christ prays for mercy, and the first visible recipient of that mercy appears at once.

The promise of Paradise is spoken first to the man who recognizes his need for it.

The First Response to the Cross
In this exchange, something essential about the Gospel is revealed.

Christ prays to the Father for our forgiveness.

A sinner responds in humility.

Mercy is given.

The whole movement of redemption appears in a single moment.

The thief does not argue for himself. He does not attempt to repair his past. He simply asks to be remembered.

Yet Christ answers with a promise far greater than the man dared to ask.

“Today you will be with me in Paradise.”

The Cross, which appears to be the place of defeat, becomes the place where life first opens.

Why This Belongs to Easter
The conversation takes place on Good Friday, yet its meaning reaches beyond the sorrow of that day.

Lent prepares the heart through repentance. The Cross reveals the cost of redemption. But the promise spoken

to the thief already belongs to the joy of Easter.

Christ does not say “You will someday enter Paradise.”

He says,

“Today you will be with me in Paradise.”

The promise points toward the victory that will soon be revealed in the Resurrection.
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The Church celebrates Easter not as a single day, but as a season of fifty days stretching from Easter Sunday to

Pentecost. During this time, the Church reflects on the unfolding of the Paschal Mystery, the triumph of life

over death.

The exchange between Christ and the thief already belongs to that mystery. Before the Resurrection is pro-

claimed to the world, the first promise of its power is spoken beside the Cross.

There is something fitting about where this moment takes place. The thief does not meet Christ in a synagogue

or along the roads of Galilee. He meets Him in suffering. Both men hang on crosses. One bears the weight of

his crimes; the other bears the weight of the world. Yet it is there that the thief discovers hope. Looking upon

the wounded Christ, he sees not only suffering, but a kingdom hidden within it. The Cross becomes the place

where mercy first appears.

Conclusion
Within the Seven Last Words of Christ, the place of Dismas is quiet but profound.

Christ speaks of forgiveness: “Father, forgive them.”

A sinner turns to Him.

Paradise is promised.

In that moment, the Gospel appears not as a sermon, but as an encounter. What the apostles will soon proclaim

to the world is first spoken to a dying man beside the Cross.

The thief does not see the empty tomb. He hears no preaching of the Resurrection. Yet he believes that the

crucified Jesus will reign.

And from that act of faith comes the first promise of Easter spoken from the Cross:

“Today you will be with me in Paradise.”

Before the stone is rolled away from the tomb, the promise of the Resurrection is already spoken from the

Cross.
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Ausencia – Presencia

Puri Mercedes

Laica Cisterciense, Monasterio Trapense de Sta. María de Sobrado

Galicia, Spain

“Si no me voy”...

Jn. 16:5–11

Si je ne m’en vais pas, le Défendeur ne viendra pas à vous.

Si no me voy, no vendrá a vosotros el Paráclito.

If I do not leave, the Defender will not come to you.

Cómo es posible que tú PRESENCIA AMADA se me manifieste, cuando tú te vayas, transformando así, tú

AUSENCIA en PRESENCIA?

No ENTIENDO.

Esta paradoja SOLO la vislumbro y ENTIENDO dentro del AMOR VERDADERO y solo la experimento,

amándote.

El AMOR de mi amad@ cubre mi ser, y ya no soy sol@ yo, sino que El es en mi, y yo en El.

Es el AMOR que me tranmites y comunicas, más allá de mis sentidos corporales, alertas y atentos a tú

sangre fluyendo en tú cuerpo palpitante, cuando incomprensiblemente tú PRESENCIA AMADA, aún
no AUSENTE, me inunda toda, y me transmite tú sabia amorosa de VIDA, pues cuando muero a mi carne,

re-nace mi Espíritu de AMOR y es El, quien se comunica y hace presente, sin tiempo y sin espacio.

Entonces tú PRESENCIA y AUSENCIA son lo mismo.

Cerca físicamente o en la distancia sideral, tú inmenso AMOR persiste y verdaderamente existe.

Este “sin sentido” para los sentidos carnales, hace posible este milagro imposible. Porque para el AMOR

verdadero, nada es imposible.

El AMOR me comunica y aconseja, con su apasionado aliento, que me conviene que tú AMOR se AUSENTE.

No lo entiendo. No!

No lo quiero entender.

Deseo y necesito tú PRESENCIA, tú aliento, tú compasión y ayuda, hasta que la MUERTE nos separe.

Entonces me susurras, en un silencio sin palabras, que si no te ausentas, no experimentare tú consuelo de

AMOR VERDADERO, pero si te ausentas, te recibiré para SIEMPRE.

Y cuando te reciba, tú AMOR VERDADERO condenará todo deseo egoísta en nuestros cuerpos, combatirá

el DES-AMOR, la INJUSTICIA y CONDENARA la mentira en nuestro SER, en nuestros herman@s y en

tod@s, quienes nos rodean, cerca o lejos, amigos o enemigos.
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Me protegerá de la tentación de no confiar en tú AMOR inmenso, de no tener fe en que SIEMPRE estás
presente en tú AUSENCIA, aunque no te vea corporalmente.

Me protegerá de la condena de la MUERTE, porque el príncipe de este mundo material ha sido vencido, y el

AMOR es ETERNO.

Ahora, siento que esta realidad de amor la vivo cada día en la EUCARISTIA, en la celebración de tú

PASCUA: Celebración de tú PRESENCIA AMADA.

Pero, es difícil entenderte amad@ mi@.

Es difícil aceptar tú AUSENCIA AMADA y más aun aceptar que me conviene que tú, mi amad@, espos@,

herman@, se AUSENTE.

Es difícil, aun con la promesa de que solo tú AUSENCIA me regalara TÚ CONSUELO, tú luz, protección

y AYUDA, intercediendo por mi BIEN más allá, del espacio tiempo.

Sé que en nuestro AMOR, la VERDAD está incompleta, pues esconde inacabada una VERDAD eterna,

que prometes darme a conocer.

Acepto, por tú promesa, tú AUSENCIA dolorosa, sabiendo que me iluminaras mientras peregrino a ciegas
y me acompañaras sin verte, iluminada por tú amor desde lo escondido, desde el SILENCIO, para que pueda

entender y vivir en la VERDAD completa del AMOR eterno.

Me ayuda a vislumbrar este misterio, la certeza que desde el principio tú amor VIVIENTE está conmigo,

amándome sin cesar.

Sé que “estas en mi puerta llamando.”

Amado mio, hermano, esposo mio, estoy a la ESCUCHA con mi lampara encendida.

ABRO. Entras SILENCIOSAMENTE en mi casa, “comemos juntos”.

Que maravilla! Que gran fiesta la Eucaristía!

Sé que tú; mi AMAD@ espos@, amig@, herman@, estarás siempre conmigo,

Tú Espíritu de verdad amorosa estará viva por SIEMPRE.

Sabes amado, que tú AMOR ha sido SIEMPRE mi gran consuelo y apoyo en las penas y desgracias cotidianas.

AHORA deseo y temo experimentar, como tú AUSENCIA, es solo la prolongación de tú AMOR, para la

plenitud mutua.

Sé que eres mi gran defensa y escudo protector, que no me dejas sol@ y abandonad@, pero Amad@ quizás,

antes de que te ausentes, podríamos compartirnos susurrando, muchos secretos que aun desconocemos...

Podrías explicarme pacientemente, pues AHORA aún no lo comprendo del TODO, porque necesitas irte
para plenificar nuestro AMOR.

No, no estoy aún preparada, en mi ser y hacer palpitante y terreno, para entenderte y aceptar con alegría tú

AUSENCIA.
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Aunque gritas y me iluminas sobre como, llegara un TIEMPO en que el AMOR nos alumbrara por dentro y

conoceremos suavemente, casi sin darnos cuenta, la VERDAD COMPLETA del AMOR creciendo dentro

de nuestras entrañas, sigo sin entenderte.

Afirmas que nos conoceremos en nuestra VERDAD mas profunda, instantáneamente sin palabras, miste-

riosamente... en SILENCIO.

Pero, como?

Tú AMOR consolador me regala PAZ, esperanza y sosiego para los tiempos de AUSENCIA, poder VIVIR

en tú PRESENCIA, dentro de tú AUSENCIA.

Como sera posible, lo imposible?

Sé que aun no sé AMARTE como desearía, pero te ruego que ESCUCHES atentamente, como mi AMOR,

tú MISMO amor, se expresa plenamente en mí con gemidos inefables.

SIEMPRE tú AMOR ha operado claramente en mi, descubriendo mis mentiras y mis miedos, discernimiento

mis deseos y necesidades carnales, grabadas en mi memoria enferma.

Por ello, espero que mi memoria purificada y purificadora percibirá, sentirá, verá y oirá el mundo espiritual

distinguiéndolo del mundo carnal.

Tú eres mi VERDAD AMOROSA y me confirmas que en tú AUSENCIA prometes enviarme tú AMOR

VERDADERO, quien me enseñará y descubrirá TODO de forma diferente, pero idéntica.

Esto es lo que anhelo:

Peregrinar en tú AMOR, obedeciendo tus impulsos de VIDA, porque tú AMOR da testimonio a mi AMOR

de que somos UNO, a imagen y semejanza de DIOS; UNO y TRINO.

Amén. PASCUA 2026, esperando PENTECOSTES.
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Puri Mercedes

Laica Cisterciense, Monasterio Trapense de Sta. María de Sobrado

Galicia, Spain

“If I do not leave”...

Jn. 16:5–11

Si je ne m’en vais pas, le Défendeur ne viendra pas à vous.

Si no me voy, no vendrá a vosotros el Paráclito.

If I do not leave, the Defender Advocate will not come to you.

W
hy is it that your BELOVED PRESENCE manifests itself to me when I feel you not, thus transforming

your ABSENCE into PRESENCE?

I DON’T UNDERSTAND.

I can ONLY glimpse and UNDERSTAND this paradox through TRUE LOVE, and I can only experience
it by loving you.

The LOVE of my beloved envelops my being, and I sense that I am no longer alone, but that He is in me,

and I am in Him.

It is the LOVE that you bring and communicate to me, beyond my bodily senses, alert and attentive to the

blood flowing through your beating body, when incomprehensibly your BELOVED PRESENCE, not yet
ABSENT, floods me completely and transmits your loving wisdom of LIFE to me. For when I die to my

flesh, my Spirit of LOVE is reborn, and it is He who communicates and makes Himself present, timeless and
limitless.

So your PRESENCE and ABSENCE are the same thing.

Whether physically near or far, your immense LOVE perseveres and truly exists.

This “nonsense” to the physical senses makes this impossible miracle possible, because for true LOVE,

nothing is impossible.

LOVE communicates and advises me, with its passionate breath, that it is better for me if your LOVE were

ABSENT.

I don’t understand. No!

I don’t want to understand.

I desire and need your PRESENCE, your breath, your compassion, and your help, until DEATH separates

us.
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Then you whisper to me, in a wordless silence, that if you are not absent, I will not experience the consolation

of your TRUE LOVE, that only in your absence, may I experience you eternally.

And when I receive you, your TRUE LOVE will condemn all selfish desires in our bodies, it will fight HATE,

INJUSTICE, and CONDEMN these lies in our BEING, in our brothers and sisters, and in everyone around

us, near or far, friends or enemies.

It will protect me from the temptation of not trusting in your immense LOVE, of not having faith that you

are ALWAYS present even in your ABSENCE, though I see you not.

It will protect me from the condemnation of DEATH, because the prince of this material world has been

defeated, and LOVE is ETERNAL.

It is difficult to understand you, my beloved. It is difficult to accept your BELOVED ABSENCE and even

more difficult to accept that it is good for me that you, my beloved, spouse, sibling, are ABSENT.

It is difficult, even with the promise that only your ABSENCE will give me YOUR COMFORT, your light,

protection, and HELP, interceding for my GOOD beyond space and time.

I know that in our LOVE, the TRUTH is incomplete, for still hidden is an unfinished eternal TRUTH, which

you promise to reveal to me in time.

I accept, because of your promise, your painful ABSENCE, knowing that you will guide me on my pilgrim-
age, illuminated by your hidden love and that you will accompany me, even though I may sense you not.

Trusting that all is so that I may understand and live in the complete TRUTH of eternal LOVE.

The certainty that from the beginning your LIVING love is with me, loving me unceasingly, helps me to

glimpse this mystery.

I know that you, my beloved spouse, friend, sibling, will always be with me.

Your spirit of true love will live on FOREVER.

You know that your LOVE has ALWAYS been my great comfort and support in my daily sorrows and

misfortunes.

NOW I desire and, yet, I fear to experience how your ABSENCE is only the prolongation of your LOVE, all in

service of mutual fulfillment.

I know that you are my great defense and protective shield, that you will not leave me alone and abandoned, but

my beloved, perhaps before you leave, we might share the many secrets that we still do not know, whispering
them to each other...

You could explain to me patiently, because I have yet to understand EVERYTHING, especially why you need

to leave to fulfill our LOVE.

No, I am not yet ready, in my throbbing, earthly being to understand and accept your ABSENCE.

Although you cry out and enlighten me about how a TIME will come when LOVE will illuminate us from

within and we will gently, almost without realizing it, know the COMPLETE TRUTH of LOVE growing

within our hearts, I still do not understand.
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You say that we will know each other in our deepest TRUTH, instantly without words, mysteriously in

SILENCE.

But how?

Your comforting LOVE gives me PEACE, hope, and calm during times of ABSENCE.

I will be able to LIVE in your PRESENCE within your ABSENCE.

How will the impossible be possible?

I know that I still do not know how to LOVE you as I would like to, but I beg you to LISTEN carefully, as my
LOVE, your LOVE itself, is fully expressed in me through indescribable groanings.

ALWAYS your LOVE has worked strongly in me, uncovering my lies and my fears, discerning my carnal desires

and needs, engraved in my unhealthy memory.

Therefore, I hope that my purified and purifying memory will perceive, feel, see, and hear the spiritual world,

distinguishing it from the carnal world.

You are my LOVING TRUTH, and you commit to me that in your ABSENCE you promise to send me your

TRUE LOVE, who will teach me and reveal EVERYTHING to me in a different yet similar manner.

This is what I long for:

To journey in your LOVE, obeying your impulses of LIFE, because your LOVE bears witness to my LOVE

that we are ONE, in the image and likeness of the ONE and TRIUNE GOD.

Amen.
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Shepherds and Museum Curators
One carries a staff;

The other silver and gold.

Whom do I follow?

One man embraces

The other man polishes.

Two ways emerge here.

The former: warm breeze.

The latter: a chilly bite.

My path illumined.

Wrapped ’round his shoulders

Is where this ’lil lamb shall go

As long as I live.

Jean-François Millet, Shepherdess with Her Flock

Fra Angelico, Resurrection of Christ

His Empty Show
A smirk on my face

As the wicked curtain parts

To reveal his stage.

But a spot is cued

His playground of shadows gone

with The Prince’s click.

Reciting my vows

The Light casts out the darkness

It’s Easter again.
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