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Reflections on Stability 
 
When he is to be received, he comes before the whole community in the oratory and 
promises stability, fidelity to monastic life, and obedience… (ROSB, chapter 58) 
 
Someone asked Abba Anthony, “What must one do in order to please God?” The old 
man replied, “Pay attention to what I tell you: whoever you may be, always have God 
before your eyes; whatever you do, do it according to the testimony of the holy 
Scriptures; in whatever place you live, do not easily leave it. Keep these three 
precepts and you will be saved.”  (From Apophthegmata Patrum, The Sayings of the 
Desert Fathers; Benedicta Ward, trans, p.2). 
 
A brother came to Scetis to visit Abba Moses and asked him for a word. The old man 
said to him, “Go, sit in your cell, and your cell will teach you everything.” 
(Apophthegmata Patrum, The Sayings of the Desert Fathers; Benedicta Ward, trans, 
p.139). 
 
Guerric likened Benedict to a tree planted by the living waters of divine wisdom. We 
too are happy in proportion as we sink our roots into the wisdom of God.  The image 
of roots brings out the significance of stability, which Benedict puts first in the 
monastic profession, since it is foundational for everything else.  There is a close 
connection between fruitfulness and stability, and no monk can grow in love if he 
does not sink his roots in his community. The tree planted by the waters of wisdom 
will bring forth fruit if we give it time, if we will keep silence, if we have the humility 
to see that we cannot do everything ourselves. (The Way of Simplicity; Esther de 
Waal, p.40). 
 
A cool and lovely morning, clear-sky, ever-changing freshness of woods and valley! 
One has to be in the same place every day, watch the dawn from the same house, 
hear the same birds wake each morning, to realize how inexhaustibly rich and 
different is “sameness.” This is the blessing of stability. (A Year with Thomas 
Merton). 
 
Our Christian destiny is, in fact, a great one: but we cannot achieve greatness unless 
we lose all interest in being great. For our own idea of greatness is illusory, and if we 
pay too much attention to it we will be lured out of the peace and stability of the 
being God gave us, and seek to live in a myth we have created for ourselves. 
(Thomas Merton). 
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The real secret of monastic stability is, then, the total acceptance of God’s plan by 
which the monk realizes himself to be inserted into the mystery of Christ through 
this particular family and no other… all who are thus called together will work out 
their salvation in common, will help one another to find God more easily, and indeed 
that we have been destined from all eternity to bring one another closer to Him by 
our love, our patience, our forbearance and our efforts at mutual understanding 
(The Monastic Journey, Thomas Merton, p.68). 
 
Stability is the first of three promises that a Benedictine makes at profession (the 
Rule, Chapter 58). It is a commitment to live out life as a Benedictine within a 
particular monastery.  This is both a spiritual and geographical commitment, calling 
the monk to continue the daily living of monastic life (Prologue, eighth paragraph). 
This promise is very different from the lifestyle of a wandering monk of Benedict’s 
day, or that of many contemporary religious congregations, where a person may be 
assigned to any number of religious houses throughout their lifetime. Stability is the 
‘til death do us part’ aspect of monastic profession. (The Benedictine Handbook, 
p.348). 
 
Stability and community are two charisms which are interrelated; they both go 
together. Stability requires firmness of character and purpose in our vows to 
commit ourselves to live as a community of men for the rest of our lives… Thus, 
stability affixes our commitment to live as a group of people in this particular 
place… Unlike the Jesuits, Franciscans, Redemptorists, or other religious 
congregations, we do not commit ourselves to a larger group as, for example, the 
Cistercian Order. Rather, our commitment is to this small community of Monastery 
of the Holy Spirit in Conyers… (What Makes a Cistercian Monk? Fr. Anthony Delisi, 
OCSO, p.61). 
 
Stability is the ability to abide perseveringly, to stand firm, to stay where one has 
decided to live.  Without explicitly saying it, stability implies permanence.  There is 
no suggestion that one will stay only until the going gets rough, or until a better 
offer comes along…  
We belong to an obviously unstable society and have come to accept temporary 
arrangements as a way of living…  
In some branches of Orthodox monasticism, there is a prudent custom of delaying 
the ceremony of bestowing the great habit that is the outward sign of permanent 
stability until after a person has lived the monastic life for twenty or twenty-five 
years…   
Monastic stability gives people a place where they can eventually feel secure enough 
to stop hiding, come out of the bushes, be seen for the kind of people they are, and 
enter into honest, caring relationships with other persons and with God… 
Stability in a monastic community has as its goal an interior stability of heart, or 
stability in the love of God. The goal is attained when I find my treasure in an 
abiding communion with God… Without that living center, even if I spend my entire  
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life in one place, my heart wanders and I am not truly steadfast, not at home, not at 
peace… 
The promise of monastic stability is unconditioned, and commits me to the 
community as it concretely is, with all its strengths and weaknesses, not to the 
community as it ideally should be… 
Monastic stability implies a basic contentment with the life, the place, and the 
people who happen to live in the same place and whom I did not chose as my 
companions but whom God has chosen for mysterious reasons of his own… 
Stability will give us a sense of relatedness to our locale; to the land, the mountains 
or hills on the horizon, the rivers, lakes or woods on the property, the types of wild 
animals and birds that are native to the area, the kind of trees, flowers and weeds 
that thrive there… 
(Monastic Practices; Charles Cummings, chapter 12). 
 
 
Poetry 
 
All the Fruit 
 
All the fruit is ripe, plunged in fire, cooked, 
And they have passed their test on earth, and one law is this: 
That everything curls inward, like snakes, 
Prophetic, dreaming on 
The hills of heaven. And many things 
Have to stay on the shoulders like a load 
of failure. However the roads 
Are bad. For the chained elements, 
Like horses, are going off to the side, 
And the old 
Laws of the earth. And a longing 
For disintegration constantly comes. Many things however 
Have to stay on the shoulders. Steadiness is essential. 
Forwards, however, or backwards we will 
Not look. Let us learn to live swaying 
As in a rocking boat on the sea. 
 
   - Friedrich Holderlin 
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The Way It Is 
  
There’s a thread you follow. It goes among 
things that change.  But it doesn’t change. 
People wonder about what you are pursuing. 
You have to explain about the thread. 
But it is hard for others to see. 
While you hold it you can’t get lost. 
Tragedies happen; people get hurt 
or die; and you suffer and get old. 
Nothing you do can stop time’s unfolding. 
You don’t ever let go of the thread. 
  

- William Stafford 
 
 
 
This place where you are right now, God circled 
on a map for you, 
the Beloved bowed there knowing you were coming. 
I could tell you a priceless secret 
about your real worth, dear seeker, 
but any unkindness to yourself, any confusion 
about others, will keep one from accepting the grace, 
the love, the sublime freedom Divine Knowledge 
always offers you. 
I have already clearly woven a resplendent lock of 
His tresses as a remarkable gift in this verse for you. 
This place where you are right now, God circled 
on a map.   And the Beloved bowed there knowing, 
knowing you were coming. 
    - Hafiz 
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Some Questions 
 
What is your understanding of stability for your life? 
 
How do you “practice” stability? 
 
What are the areas in your life where you experience stability?  
 
Where do you feel a need for growth in stability in your life? 
 
Is stability external, internal, or both? Why? 
 
Do we choose stability, or does stability chose us? 
 
What is the relationship between the charism of stability and God’s hesed? 
 
How can we be stable in an unstable world, culture? 
 
How is our ELC community stable? Unstable? 
 
We are not monastics, pledged to one place.  How can we engage stability of place in 
our mobile society?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 


