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Solicitude 
 

The Abbots’ Letters of Reflection 

 The Order and Social Protest
 

’ve been in contact with many of you over the past months as you have been engaged in 
various forms of social protest related to these darkest of days in our nation.  You have 
marched, sat in vigils, written letters to political officials, created protest art, published 

editorials in local papers, published protest poetry, offered shelter and protection to the 
vulnerable, given money and time to causes of peace and justice, spoken from the pulpit, made 
your voice heard on social media, and engaged in political activities in a variety of ways.  If we 
are to be relevant during a time when the highest levels of our government are instigating 
discord, hate, and violence for political gain, then social protests are called for.  We are more 
than navel-gazers.  We are contemplatives in the world and, as such, our voices and presence is 
of great importance in 2017.  Our work, prayer, and engagement are affecting our communities 
in Arizona, California, Connecticut, Georgia, Florida, Maine, Maryland, South Carolina, Texas, 
Virginia, Virgin Islands, and Washington.   
 
In fact, it has always been this way for monks.  Monasticism, like martyrdom before it, was a 
form of social protest in the early Christian experience. As the persecution of Christians faded 
with the arrival of the Holy Roman Empire, so the monk inherited the mantle of the martyr as 
representing a form of protest against the ruling powers (and even against the Church itself).  
The obvious examples here are the Desert Fathers and Mothers of the third and fourth centuries 
CE who rejected the spiritual compromises that the Church made with the Emperor by moving 
into the deserts of Egypt, Syria, and Palestine.  This was a statement: “Our allegiance is 
elsewhere.”  Athanasius wrote that 'the desert was populated with monks who left their own 
people and registered themselves for citizenship in heaven.' (Life of Anthony, 14) 
 
There were important developments in monastic and anchoritic practice in Christianity between 
1100 and 1500 CE.  As monastic orders multiplied, women increasingly adopted the anchoritic 
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life, often enclosed in cells constructed alongside churches.  Entering the cell or cloister was the 
only way for Christian women such as Katherine, Margaret and Juliana to devote themselves to 
study, contemplation, and spiritual exploration.  The anchorite role (of both men and women) 
seems to have been one of intercessory prayer for the surrounding community.  The anchoritic 
guidance text, Ancrene Wisse, makes it clear that anchorites were also actively called upon to 
offer advice both on spiritual and social matters to the surrounding community.  Though he or 
she was confined to a small room, the anchorite was free to critique, judge, and even condemn 
institutional powers of oppression. 
 
What can we do as priests in the world?  And what can we do now, at this critical time in 
American and world history?  Actually, we are already doing it and we are making a difference. 

 Intellectual and Spiritual Repositories.  Like the monasteries during the Dark Ages of 
Europe or the Qumran Community during the Roman Empire, the Order is creating and 
preserving the sapiential resources of the community in this digital age.  As we reach 
tipping points, particularly related to this Post-Christian era, the diminished role of 
America in the world, and the catastrophes of climate change, our Order will preserve 
spiritual resources for future generations on our website and in our repositories.  We 
are thinking long-term here. 

 Speaking truth to power.  In private and public settings, through prose, poetry, and 
paintings, we are speaking the truth to the willfully ignorant and the malicious 
deceivers.  The lies of this administration and the alt-right media have won the day for 
the moment but we are not hiding from them.  We are standing up and speaking out 
even as such bearing witness comes at a personal cost to us. 

 Providing sanctuary to the vulnerable.  We are staying alert by keeping our eyes open 
for the attacks on the weak and vulnerable in harm’s way.  We are helping our 
neighbors who are under attack.  They are finding comfort, safety, and hospitality in our 
homes, offices, churches, and hearts. 

 Traveling abroad.  We continue the monastic tradition of pilgrimage knowing that travel 
allows us to see our own country more clearly.  This investment of time and money is 
essential to self-criticism.  We are reminded in our travels that America is not the 
Kingdom of God. 

 Daily vertical immersion.  The practice of prayer, meditation, and silence during these 
times of social unrest and decline is essential for aligning ourselves with the 
Transcendent Presence.  Without consistent vertical alignment we are powerless to 
engage the horizontal realm in the ways that we should.  Therefore, the living out of 
one’s Rule during this time is more important than ever.  It is essential to the 
nourishment and care of our own soul so that we can fully express the wisdom of 
Yeshua in the world. 

As followers of Yeshua, we recognize that our master teacher engaged and was killed for his 
social and political action.  It is a historical fact that Yeshua’s protest in the Temple led to his 
immediate arrest, trial, and crucifixion.  Rome used crucifixion as a way to terrorize those who 
would tell the truth, organize resistance to oppression, and challenge the status quo of the 
elites.  Like his mentor, John the Baptist, Yeshua offered himself fully during the dark oppression 
of first century Palestine.  His non-violent engagement of the powers, as New Testament scholar 
Walter Wink so ably explains in Engaging the Powers: Discernment and Resistance in a World of 
Domination, provides us today with a road map for social action.  I highly recommend this book, 
especially pages 175-193. 



 
My fellow monks, each of us will be called to different tasks as we engage our communities over 
the coming months.  You have inspired me with what you have done already.  I am confident 
that we are making a difference in people’s lives.  This is not easy and we must be “as wise as 
serpents and as innocent as doves.”   
 
Let us conclude this Solicitude with a poem from Khalil Gibran: 

I go—as others already crucified have gone. 
And think not we are weary of crucifixion, 
For we must be crucified by larger and yet larger men, 
between greater earths and greater heavens. 

 
~~  Blake Burleson, Abbot 

 
 


