The Theologian’s Tale

There is a saying within the Orthodox Church regarding the monastic life
that all that the monk or nun needs to learn to achieve holiness can be
learned within the monastic cell. One can imagine what some of these
things might be — qualities such as patience, inner stillness, stability and
self-knowledge - the cultivation of them being supportive of the
acquisition of ‘Inner Prayer’, - the ‘Prayer of the Heart’ as it is called,
namely that prayer that according to the Eastern Orthodox Tradition
equips the monastic for the struggle with the self, with God and with the
powers of evil. Spiritually, this battle takes place within the heart, and the

setting of the battle is often the monastic cell.

The American poet, Henry Wadsworth Longfellow (1807-1882), is little
read and even less studied these days. He is best known for his long
poem Hiawatha, but in one of his less-known long poems, ‘Tales of a
Wayside Inn’, a monastic cell provides the context of the tale told by a
certain theologian who was one of the company gathered at that inn,
and the tale told is of a monk who, within his cell, had ‘a Blessed Vision

of our Lord’.
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— an inner voice that perhaps his time as a monk has enabled him to

hear and discern:;

0Do thy duty; that is best;

Leave unto thy Lord the rest!6

The monk gets up from his knees, gazes at the Blessed Vision and now ,
knowing what is his duty, makes his way — albeit it slowly — to the
monastery gate to the heart-breaking sight of the desperate people that

are waiting for him.

But even to the beggars, things seem different that day: the monastery
itself seems ‘like the gate of Paradise’, and the food seems to them not
to be just food, but itself something sacramental — a channel of Divine

Grace.
Again, an inner voice speaks to him:

"Whatsoever thing thou doest
To the least of mine and lowest,

That thou doest unto me!"

But the spiritual battle is not over. Even this assurance gets challenged

by a troubling thought which his conscience addresses to him:

(€had the Vision
Come to him in beggar's clothing,
Come a mendicant imploring,

Would he then have knelt adoring,



The Theologian’s Tale

Or have listened with derision,
And have turned away with loathing?;
But that is not how the Vision had in fact appeared to him, and whereas

he had left his cell slowly, he now hurries back — the monastery itself
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responded to the demands of a university course, and has thereby been
able to hold on to the vision which brought them to the university and
which urged them to reach Graduation Day, at which, walking on to a
stage radiant with light (albeit not supernatural light), they received the
reward of having done their duty and hopefully — like Longfellow’s monk
— have in the process, been vouchsafed profound insights and
understanding that help equip them for their future. These are treasures

that no-



