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This is the final week of our Sabbath series of reflections. During this season, we’ve
been exploring a range of practices for enabling us to grow in faith and love. Starting
from the practice of Sabbath and drawing on the seven Ss of the contemporary rule
of life developed by Richard Carter and the Nazareth Community in London,* we’ve
been looking at how practices of reading Scripture, offering Service and sharing the
Sacrament of the Eucharist enable God’s life to take root in us, God’s Word to
become flesh in us. We’ve seen how these practices, together with practices of
Silence and Sharing, are integral already to our life together at Benedictus and we’ve
been open to deepening our sense of their meaning and significance. Today, we’re
focusing on the final ‘S” of the Nazareth Community’s Rule of life — Staying with. As
we do this, | hope we might also wonder about what all this suggests for discerning
the ongoing pattern or rhythm of our lives, both personally and corporately.

‘Staying with’ has much in common, | think, with the traditional Benedictine
vow of ‘stability’. St Benedict wrote his Rule of Life for a community of monastics
who were committed to living out their lives in a particular place. He was scathing of
the wandering monks he called ‘gyrovagues’, who refused to commit themselves in
this way. Gyrovagues were spiritual nomads or roamers; they might stay for a few
days in a cell but then move on, always in search of a better abbot, a better situation,
or a more satisfactory community. And Benedict understood that the danger with
such incessant, restless wandering is that the problems we perceive are always ‘out
there’, in someone or something else. Our dissatisfaction is always with the other.
Being a gyrovague reflects a refusal to stay with ourselves and our circumstances, to
stay still enough for long enough, that we may begin to confront the sense of lack or

unsettledness or fear within.
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Of course, the vow of stability, the practice of ‘staying with’, doesn’t mean we
can never change or move or leave a difficult, unsatisfactory situation behind. But it
is about not indulging compulsive tendencies to run away from difficulty, to avoid or
evade the truth of ourselves, or even to try to speed up the process of our own
transformation. Staying with is one of the necessary conditions of real growth, and
thus it grounds the whole rule of life. As Richard Carter puts it:
Through ... silence, sacrament, sacred study, compassionate service and
sharing, you will grow. ... You may not think you are growing; like the
growth of a plant it takes time, and you won’t be able to see the growth
each day. You can’t pull up a plant to check how its roots are doing — you
just have to trust and keep the practice going.’

That’s what ‘Staying with’ is about.

We see this practice of staying with in Jesus and in the life to which he draws
his disciples. Learning from him, learning to become like him isn’t a matter of doing a
short course or an online training module. It’s keeping company with him over time.
According to John’s gospel, when Jesus was approached by his first disciples, those
who wanted to learn from him, they asked him ‘Where are you staying?’ and he
responded, ‘Come and see’ (John 2. 38-39).

Jesus himself, perhaps, comes to a deeper and deeper sense of the meaning
of his own vocation as he ‘stays with’ the unfolding of his call through fear and
unknowing. Our reading tonight opens immediately after he’s received news of the
murder of John the Baptist by King Herod. It must have brought home to him a
terrifying awareness of his own vulnerability and the ruthlessness of the powers
ranged against him. When Jesus heard this news, we’re told, ‘he withdrew from
there in a boat to a deserted place by himself’. He needed time to be with himself, to
be with the implications of it all.

But the crowds follow and Jesus is moved with compassion for them —and

instead of running away into the safety and obscurity of his old life — he goes towards
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them, moves among them, heals their sick. And at the end of the day he will not let
the disciples abandon them to their own resources, or send them away to scrounge
something to eat from the surrounding villages. ‘They need not go away’, he says to
the disciples; ‘you give them something to eat’. And so they are allowed to stay with
him, and from seeming scarcity, Jesus draws for them all an abundance. This is a
story with many layers of meaning, of course, but what strikes me today is the sense
it communicates of Jesus choosing to stay with those who look for him, and of his
enabling them to stay with him and be fed.

So staying with is the practice that grounds the whole life of discipleship, the
whole journey to God. And, as we’ve said, a rule of life is itself is a scaffolding that
helps us to ‘stay with’ this very slow, very gradual process of transformation. As we
keep such a rule of life, not just individually but as a community, it allows us to
become together a place where others can discover a pattern of life which leads to
their growth and which flows out with love for the life of the world. And I’'m
wondering, what have you heard for yourself over the past few weeks? What
practices or rhythms do you sense are calling you, or inviting a deeper commitment,
as part of your own rule of life? And what do you sense might be suggested for us
corporately as we seek to enflesh God’s life in our community, in our time and place?

This isn’t about doing more. Writing of the function of the Rule of Life in the
Nazareth Community, Richard Carter says:

We aim to live a way of life that is sustainable and life giving — it must be
disciplined enough to give our lives a rhythm and a structure but flexible enough
to be able to be integrated into the demands of our different lives without just
seeming like something else we have added that will make us busier than ever.
... Our promise to stay with calls us to discover a rule of life that is not an added
extra but the rhythm in which everything else finds its place. Staying with is
about creating a harmony within. It is about establishing the internal patterns

that bring balance and healing. ... Staying with helps us see that when we stay



with God the things that we really need to do become more possible not less
and our way of carrying out our daily duties is also transformed.’

Silence, Scripture, Service, Sacrament, Sharing, Sabbath, Staying With. These
are the touchstones of the Nazareth Rule of life, but how they’re lived out is different
for each person. You might sense there are expressions of these practices, or other
practices, that would be part of a life-giving rule for you, things that you wish to
commit to and intentionally create space for in the daily, weekly or monthly rhythm
of your life, as you seek to be ever more available for God. For me, | know that a life-
giving rule includes Silence practised in the twice (or thrice)-daily times of meditation
and at other times each day, as well as Service — the sense of being with and caring
for others. It includes Sabbath time spent both in solitude and with friends, in rest
and physical exercise, in being creative and in immersion in the natural world. It
includes the Sacred study of Scripture and theology, Staying with my family, my
garden, our community, and staying true to my sense of vocation; it includes the
practices we regularly share together — Sacrament and Sharing in hospitality and
reflection.

Richard writes: ‘Each person brings their own emphasis or giftedness. While
one of our community may have great gifts of service and care for those who are
homeless, another may bring a great gift of silence and contemplation. Together we
create the community’.4 And so, he goes on, ‘The seven Ss are not actions to be
performed rather they are a deeper humanity we discover. They are not
achievements we succeed at; they are ways of living that are spacious and beautiful’.
When we relate to our spiritual practices, not as a dead letter or legalistic
requirement or as a competition for holiness, but as a scaffolding offered to sustain
each and all of us on the way, then they connect us to God, to ourselves and to
others. This is the gift that sharing a rule of life can offer. As we continue to ponder
this wisdom, | hope we can share with one another what we have heard, what we

are exploring for ourselves, and what is showing itself among and for us all.
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