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‘All shall be well, all shall be well, and all manner of things shall be well’. These words
came from Christ to the 14" century English anchorite and theologian, Julian of
Norwich, as part of sixteen ‘showings’ or ‘revelations’ of divine love. They’re often
quoted in spiritual circles, but in the world as we know it, they can seem unbearably
glib and demonstrably untrue. What could they possibly mean, for example, to
parents burying their children in Gaza and Israel, to girls raped in Sudan, to the
exhausted citizens of Ukraine and all the non-human lives displaced and
malnourished in our polluted oceans and dwindling forests? What do they mean for
us personally as we undergo our own irrevocable losses and griefs — the death of
those we love, the encroachments of old age and degenerative illness, the daily
struggle to keep living in the face of global peril and personal overwhelm? ‘All shall
be well’. Really?

A month ago, in collaboration with the Australian Network for Spiritual
Direction, Benedictus hosted a visit by Mark Burrows to Canberra. Mark is a scholar
of the Christian mystical tradition, a teacher and translator. He led us in two retreat
offerings — a quiet afternoon with the poet Rilke, and a quiet day with Julian of
Norwich. Introducing the day with Julian, Mark drew out the extent to which she
herself lived in profoundly difficult times. Plague, war and religious persecution beset
her city; over half the population of Norwich died during the Black Death, and (Mark
suggested) she likely smelled the flesh of so-called heretics burning at the stake near
her anchorhold. So Julian’s sense that ‘all shall be well’ was given in a world that, like
ours, seemed to be unravelling and at a time when she herself was mortally ill. This
suggests they’re not to be heard as some bland assurance that things will always turn
out as we wish. Rather, they express the radical truth that despite everything, God is.
And God is love. Through her prayer and open-hearted longing, Julian has come to
know this truth for herself. She has become one with it, radically held in the Love
which suffuses, bears and transfigures all pain.

This year, more than any other, I've heard members of our Benedictus
community express their awareness of our world’s peril and vulnerability, their fear
for the future and their heartbreak over the world’s suffering. | start my report this
year with Julian, then, because she testifies to the ultimate meaning of our life



together. Like her, we seek, through prayer and open-hearted longing, a radical and
transfiguring connection to the Love which undergirds all ‘the changes and chances
of this fleeting world’. We seek it, not as a way of isolating ourselves or avoiding the
reality of suffering, but so that we may respond more truthfully to the gift of life and
our part in the whole. Like Julian, we seek to become one with Love and so to open a
space in the world where this Love may be known and shared, amidst all the
uncertainty and agony of our time.

A Rhythm of Prayer

As ever, then, the heart of our life together is our practice of silent
meditation. Meditation is our regular commitment to radical openness and
availability to Love. As well as our established morning, lunch time and evening
mediation periods, and our Saturday service, this year we have added a late evening
online meditation through the middle of the week —at 8.30pm Canberra time. This
offering (inspired originally by Peter Yuile) is designed so that members of our
community who find our morning and early evening timeslots difficult because of
work and family responsibilities, may also participate in a rhythm of corporate
prayer. Others too are also finding it a welcome way to end their day.

All these meditation offerings depend on the generous commitment of
members of our community hosting the space, preparing music and a brief reading
or poem to scaffold the time of silence, and we are grateful to all who offer this
ministry at so many times of day and night, from the west to east coasts of Australia,
all the way to London and South Africa. We're especially grateful to Heather Olley
who supports and coordinates the evening meditation leaders, and to Susanna who
does the same for morning meditation. These daily gatherings are the way in which
many people first come to Benedictus, and they powerfully sustain the life of us all.

Our main worship service on Saturday continues to nurture our growth in
God, and it’s always wonderful to gather here in the hall and via Zoom across vast
distances in time and space. This year, we have enjoyed some wonderful guest
preaching, including Sue Dunbar’s three-part series, ‘The Mystery of Presence’ in
May, the Call and Response series offered by Kate Campbell, Roz Namgyal, Mary
Macken-Horarik and Nikolai Blaskow in September, and Mark Burrows’ reflection
just recently. Our Liturgy group crafted some extraordinary liturgies during our
Lenten Stations of the Cross series and for the Call and Response series, and our
musicians led by Richard Wigley brought us much joy throughout the year. Elijah
Yeoh, Paul Yeoh and Heather Olley on sound and Zoom enabled our transmission,
and those who volunteer for the supper roster coordinated by Kelli Hughes
nourished the post-service gathering for those of us in the hall. We’re grateful to all



who give so generously to create this space for deepening encounter with God,
ourselves and each other.

| know —and despite the best efforts of our Zoom team — that the online
experience of Saturday nights can occasionally be disappointing. The wifi can be
intermittent at our end or yours, different devices interact differently with Zoom,
and it isn’t always easy to balance the sound requirements in the hall and online. We
deeply value the participation of our online community, so if you are having
persistent difficulties, please let us know and when we understand the issues some
more, we may be able provide some guidance or other ways of improving the sound
quality.

The Gift of Gathering

Over the past few years, as you know, there has also emerged an extraordinary
range of groups and offerings, many conceived and led by you. Our regular groups
include Contemplative Photography led by Frances Marston, online Music and Poetry
coordinated by Heather Olley, the Walking Group led by Annie Patterson, Authentic
Selving led by Richard Wigley, L'Chaim Reflective Practice facilitated by Neil and me,
Spiritual Practice Group, an emerging Philosophy discussion group led by Nikolai, the
Liturgy group led by Jenny Stewart, the monthly Southside Gathering coordinated by
Alice-Anne Macnaught, a Tuesday lunch gathering hosted by Kelli, two vibrant Zoom
home groups, and gatherings of local chapters in Victoria (coordinated by Elaine
Furniss and now Bob Munro), Hobart (coordinated by Vivienne Luke) and Sydney
(being generated by Joanna Thyer).

Then there are the occasional series, discussion groups or workshops offered
by members of the community which, this year, have included an afternoon Sharing
Our History offered by Valerie Albrecht, where people were invited to share their
experience of relating to our Aboriginal history; an online bible study with Celia
Kemp called ‘Strange Fire’ focused on the book of Leviticus, a Dreams and
Dreamwork series led by Sue Dunbar, The Great Turning discussion series focusing
on responses to the ecological crisis led by Katy Nicholls and Kate King, and the
Cybercy workshop on digital literacy led by Glenn Welby.

In powerful and varied ways, each of these gatherings help us grow —
encouraging deepening attention to the natural world, deepening self-knowledge,
deepening integration of heart and mind, and connection to community. One of the
things | find so encouraging about all the ways we gather is how they foster our
compassion and care for one another —and | am humbled and delighted to hear so
often of people supporting others through iliness or struggle, sharing meals and



phone conversations, offering practical help and friendship, being a community of
love.

One of the comments we’ve several times received is that it can be difficult
for newcomers — or even old stayers — to garner a sense of all that’s on offer and so
to discern what might be calling them. We’re planning, early next year, to offer a
kind of miniature ‘O-week’ (an afternoon gathering here in hall) where our various
group leaders will be available to share and respond to queries, so that those in
Canberra can get a better feel for the ‘on the ground’ offerings. We’re also planning
two Welcome to Newcomers gatherings, online and in person, where people can
learn more of the broader life of our community.

As well as all this, we have this year shared in several retreats or multi-day
offerings! I've already mentioned the two retreat days with Mark Burrows in
November. In January, | led our Benedictus silent retreat on the theme ‘Heaven in
Ordinarie’ and this coming year, our theme will be ‘Let Striving Cease: The Simplicity
of Prayer’. In a moment, Susanna will share something of retreats she has led or
coordinated this year — the Retreat in Daily Life, the Winter Arts Festival and the
retreat in Alice Springs, among other things!

In the last part of my report, | wanted to share about two other developments
which | flagged last year.

Formation in Contemplative Action Program

This year we offered a new intensive program called Formation in Contemplative
Action. Nine participants and three facilitators (me, Neil and Deb May) met to reflect
on the relationship between contemplation and action, and to encourage growth in
contemplative action.

What is that? Thomas Merton, | think, put it as well as anyone. He wrote:
‘Anyone who attempts to act and do things for others or for the world without
deepening their own self-understanding, freedom, integrity and capacity to love, will
not have anything to give others. No matter how sincere, they will tend to
communicate only the contagion of their own obsessions, ambitions and anxieties’.
Contemplative action is more aware, less superficial and anxious, than much of our
unreflective doing. The program was designed to help us discover more fully the
relationship between our inner and outer life, and learn what might be driving us
without our fully realising. We explored the nature of action (as distinct from re-
action); we thought about what it means to live well in the ‘tragic gap’ between the
world as it is and the world as we long for it to be; we reflected on how to discern
and forward the action to which each of us may be called. We met monthly on



Sunday afternoons, participated in two intensive weekends, and participants had
monthly mentoring sessions with one of the facilitators.

We're going to hear shortly from Melissa Hando and Vivienne Holmes, two of
the participants in the program about their experience of this year. From my
perspective, | sense that part of what we discovered is that formation in
contemplative action is a slow and deep process. It doesn’t necessarily issue in
immediate or obvious ‘results’. Nevertheless, serious engagement with the roots of
our action does significantly change who we are and how we perceive our situation,
and thus affects what becomes possible in the world. | am looking forward to
continuing conversation with our participants about what is emerging for them. We
are not planning to offer this program again next year, but it could become an
offering every second year.

Benedictus Books

| said in last year’s report that, thanks to the initiative of Heather Thomson,
Benedictus now has a contract for a book series with American publisher Wipf &
Stock. The series focuses on the theology and practice of contemplative church, with
a view to offering resources and encouragement for other emerging contemplative
communities.

The first book in the series is called Pools of Grace: The Gift and Call of
Contemplative Worship. I’'ve received the typeset copy of this manuscript and will be
doing the final proofreading next week! This book is based largely on talks | have
given on this theme, together with a chapter by Jenny Stewart on her experience of
creating liturgies for Benedictus. It includes also original liturgical resources from our
Liturgy Group. | look forward very much to sharing our book with you when it is
published!

The second book in the series will be called Turn to Wonder: Retreats for Daily
Life. It's comprised of 13 chapters contributed by members of Benedictus who have
led retreats in a whole range of contexts. Isn’t that astonishing? We have thirteen
members of our community who have led retreats and are willing to adapt them to
be published, so that they may be offered as resources to others. Heather Thomson
has been indefatigable in imagining this project, contacting and supporting
contributors, and | am delighted that an offering emerging from such depth and
breadth of community will become available next year.

In Conclusion
Benedictus is a community where many things happen — many groups meet, many
connections are made and conversations shared. But ultimately the ground and call



of our being together is God whose meaning, as Julian of Norwich put it, is Love. Love
is God’s meaning and we seek to know this reality ever more deeply for ourselves, to
live from it, and so to be a space in the world where Love’s transfiguring power may
be encountered and known. Like Julian, we do live in difficult, uncertain times. It can
be hard to trust in our way and the slow, piecemeal, unspectacular unfolding of
Love’s work in our midst. So let me finish with a poem by Ann Lewin called, ‘All shall
be well’.

“All shall be well ...”

She must have said that
sometimes through gritted teeth.
Surely she knew the moments
when fear gnaws at trust,

the future loses shape.

The courage that says

all shall be well

doesn’t mean feeling no fear,
but facing it, trusting

God will not let go.

All shall be well

doesn’t deny present experience
but roots it deep

in the faithfulness of God,
whose will and gift is life”.

It’s a privilege to share with you in this work of trust and love, this gift of being called
together to seek God. | am full of gratitude and wonder for our community, and pray
that we may continue to bless each other and our world.

With my love and blessing,
Sarah



