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Advent II: Br. Christophe of Atlas 
  

Br. Christophe Lebreton was the youngest member of the Atlas community. He was born in 1950. His vocation 
unfolded in fits and starts. In middle school he began attending a minor seminary, but did not pursue seminary 
studies beyond high school. He studied law for a while. It was through a civil service assignment that he spent some 
time in Algeria. He began his monastic life at Tamié at the young age of 24, but went to Tibhirine before finishing 
the novitiate. Then three years later he went back to Tamié, and it was there that he made his solemn profession in 
1980. Seven years later, though, in response to a request for reinforcement at Our Lady of Atlas, he returned to 
Tibhirine in 1987. He was ordained a priest there in 1990.  
  
His main jobs at Tibhirine were in the garden and in the liturgy. The garden was no small responsibility, since they 
lived mostly on what they produced there. He had three employees to oversee. In church he was the second cantor, 
and, following the millennial monastic tradition, didn’t always get along very well with the first cantor, who was of 
an equally sensitive disposition. Somehow they managed to maintain a good, prayerful liturgy. 
  
He wrote a good deal: poetry especially, a journal, and a number of homilies. He can often be difficult to follow. He 
seems to have felt things so strongly that it was almost impossible for him to step back and reshape or clarify his 
insights. His writings have an immediate, personal, and sometimes urgent feel about them. His writing also helped 
him sort out where he stood in the difficult and dangerous situation of the community. Here too he progressed in fits 
and starts. He acted out his hesitations during the threatening 1993 visit of armed terrorists when he went into 
hiding. After that, though, he was clearer and firmer in his decision to cast his lot with the community and stay on, 
even if it cost him his life, as it did. 
  
What I will present this morning are just two thoughts of his taken from Advent homilies: the first on the key 
exhortation of Advent to “keep watch,” and the second on one of the key figures in Advent, John the Baptist. 
  
Regarding the constant refrain in Advent to be on guard and to keep watch, Christophe wonders aloud whether it 
means living in a state of fear or with a kind of constant anxiety as of one always on the alert for danger. Here is 
how he responds:      

To keep watch is a commandment . . . but the commandment of a friend. In fact, it’s a promise. This 
commandment comes from the same future from which Jesus comes to us. It comes to us from the heart of 
God. And if God, in Jesus, asks us and begs us to stay awake, it surely must be possible. (Homily of 
December 2, 1990) 

  
Christophe wants to emphasize that it has less to do with facing the future than with an attitude for living in the 
present. He goes on: 
  

[The commandment to keep watch] is an ‘I love you’ that will keep us awake, that is to say, present to 
reality, to all of reality, what we see and what we cannot see. Watching, then, will also mean being present 
to the other, to say to the other—without saying it—‘I’m here.’ 
  

So, if we heed the Advent call to stay awake in the way the Christophe recommends, it will shift us away from our 
personal anxiety towards an alertness of others. Here is how he concludes this thought:  

Awake to everything that is unique in you, to everything that is coming to life and growing in you . . . the 
one who is awake . . . ends up becoming one who awakens others. 

  
Regarding John the Baptist, Christophe bases his thoughts on the passage in John’s gospel where the priests and 
Levites question the Baptist: 
  



“Who are you?” He confessed, he did not deny, but confessed, “I am not the Christ.” And they asked him, 
“What then? Are you Elijah?” He said, “I am not.” “Are you the prophet?” And he answered, “No.” (Jn 
1:19-21) 

  
As Christophe says, John displays a great deal of courage here. It would have been easy for him to take on one of the 
identities they were proposing. After all, he was modeling himself on the Old Testament figures they had in mind. 
  
Christophe comments: 

It takes the blunt and rough sort of lucidity learned in the desert to say “I am not,” and to do so against 
temptation: the temptation to be like God or like Christ and to correspond to the image that others make of 
me, or the image that I impose violently on others in an idolatrous affirmation of my ego. (Homily of 
December 16, 1990) 

  
On the other hand, it remains true that eventually we need to discover our identity, our vocation in life, to say yes to 
it, and to be able to affirm who we are. Christophe’s point is that we don’t come to that point easily. It takes time for 
our history with God and our relationship with God to unfold. Here he uses Psalm 130 to illustrate his point. This 
short Psalm ends with the lovely and serene affirmation: “I have set my soul in silence and peace. A weaned child 
on its mother’s breast, even so is my soul.” But, as Christophe comments, the first part of the Psalm is a series of 
NOs;saying “no” to many things is the necessary condition for reaching that serenity. Here is how he paraphrases 
these NOs (and I’ll conclude here): 

no    I am not that 
no to the ambitious gaze 
no to vain plans that are beyond me: 
                I am not the Messiah 
                I am not Elijah 
                I’m not the great prophet 
no to the dreamed of ideal: the model wife 
                                                                the perfect husband 
                                                                the faultless religious  
                                                                the excellent monk               …no 
I am much better than all of that in my poverty… 

 


