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Enclosure and Hospitality: Reflections on a Recent Book 

 

This morning I’d like to talk about a book that came out earlier this year and that is 

likely to be on the mind of many at the General Chapter next month. The title is 

Monks’ Time: Enclosure and Hospitality (Le temps des moines. Clôture et hospitalité, 

by Danièle Hervieu-Léger, Paris, 2017). The author is a sociologist, and the object of 

her study is men’s monasteries in France. Over several years she visited numerous 

Benedictine and Cistercian monasteries, and gathered a great deal of information 

and personal testimony. On the surface it might seem that the choice to limit the 

field to men’s houses in one country would reduce the interest of the book. But, since 

the author begins the work with an historical survey that stretches back to the post-

Revolution revival of monasticism in the 19th century, it gradually becomes clear 

that some of her findings will be relevant for all the monasteries that stem from 

that era. So, even though we live in twenty-first-century North America, and even 

though this work’s perspective is purely sociological, there is much to learn from it. 

 

This will not be a book review, and I won’t even attempt to summarize its 700 

pages. I’ll merely present my personal assimilation of it, and hopefully convey some 

of its main insights along the way.  

 

One way of approaching the subject matter is through two simple images. Is the 

enclosure seen as a threshold or is it seen as a fortification?  

 



A vision of the monastery as a fortress emphasizes the timeless nature of monastic 

life, makes strong claims of continuity with the past, which is most powerfully 

expressed in an unchanging liturgy, and is determined to keep out harmful influences 

from contemporary society. The monastery-fortress may remain faithful to the Rule 

in offering hospitality, but will focus on welcoming like-minded people, and will use 

opportunities of contact with the public to convey its message of a return to a more 

orderly society, to traditional values, and to a more powerful/influential role of the 

Church in the world. Monasteries with this vision do not accept Vatican II 

ecclesiology or are critical of it, and perhaps even see monastic life as a corrective for 

where the Church has gone wrong. 

 

A vision of monastic enclosure as a threshold is also based on claims of continuity 

with the past, but with a greater willingness to adapt to changing times and 

circumstances. In this view, enclosure is seen more as a guardian of community 

discipline than as a protection from outside influence. The liturgy may also be rooted 

in the past, but it keeps step with the universal Church and is accessible to visitors. 

Hospitality is open, ecumenical and perhaps even interreligious, makes minimal 

demands on guests, and receives them without seeking to influence them in any 

particular way. Monasteries with this vision are accepting of Vatican II ecclesiology, 

and, while witnessing to traditional Christian values, do not espouse any particular 

political or social agenda. 

 

Regardless of which image they espouse, all monasteries have felt the impact of 

major changes. In the past, monks were seen as religious experts, so to speak, and 

were identified with ascetical practices like silence and fasting that set them apart 

and gave them a certain prestige within the Church and within a predominantly 

Christian society. They were supported by theological and spiritual notions such as 

preparation for death and the end times, reparation for sin, and vicarious suffering 

for the salvation of others—motivations that were readily understood and drew 



vocations.  They were seen to inhabit a zone of exceptional holiness or even to 

exercise a certain kind of heroism, as in the once-popular concept of the monastery 

as a power-house of prayer. In an increasingly secular society, the traditional reasons 

for an enclosed existence are no longer compelling, and this kind of religious status 

seems marginal and irrelevant. Even within the Church, which now emphasizes the 

universal call to holiness, monastic separation can seem more like isolation, and 

monks can be seen as exotic reminders of the past rather than experts or models for 

the present.  

 

The underlying issue here is the relationship between Christianity and modernity. 

Where the fortress image dominates, the approach combines rejection of cultural 

change with the desire to remain pure and faithful in spaces protected from harmful 

influences. Where the threshold image dominates, the approach is to stay in 

relationship with the changing cultural context and to acknowledge its positive 

elements, all the while remaining attached to tradition. These different approaches 

toward the modern world tend to crystalize in the liturgy: on one end of the 

spectrum is a pre-conciliar, Latin liturgy that exclusively uses Gregorian chant; on 

the other end of the spectrum is a post-conciliar, vernacular liturgy, using modern 

musical idioms. Where a monastery’s liturgy falls on this continuum is a probably a 

good indicator of its approach to this fundamental question of how it lives out its 

tradition in relation with modernity. 

 

The fortress model has the advantage of offering the security of strong certitudes 

and of physical and cultural separation from the surrounding society, along with the 

aesthetical experience of sumptuous liturgical practices. But that option usually goes 

along with a polemical stance toward the wider Church, a rejection of ecumenism, 

and perhaps even extreme political leanings, all of which lead to increased isolation. 

Where the threshold model dominates, there is less risk of isolation on account of 

more reciprocal contacts with society and greater connection with the wider Church 



and even ecumenical or interreligious connections. But this model can suffer from a 

loss of uniqueness. What makes monastic life so compelling when its purposes can be 

met by people in all walks of life? 

 

From a purely sociological point of view the outlook for monasteries is not promising. 

In today’s secular context, free of religious norms, the only elements of monasticism 

that retain a strong attractive value are community life based on bonds of charity 

and a capacity for meaningful celebration. But are these elements compelling enough 

to bring a sufficient influx of new membership, especially since monasteries maintain 

high demands for admittance? Modern monks themselves tend to place more 

emphasis on the experience of personal vocation than on the general mission or 

importance of monasticism. They are motivated by the intrinsic value of what they 

do. In this sense they show signs of acculturation or adaptation to the cultural 

landscape around them. They tend to integrate into their spirituality elements of 

contemporary psychology, and, along with society around them, value personal 

autonomy and the search for well-being. Monks seem less motivated by the utopian, 

critical challenges classic monasticism was once perceived to present to the world. 

For the sociologist these are major shifts that raise the question of monasticism’s 

place in the world in the present and the near future. 

 

At the end of the book the author steps back somewhat from this purely sociological 

point of view, and makes some astute observations on a deeper level. She 

characterizes the approach of the majority of monasteries today as following a kind 

of “little way.” The monks do not aspire to be or to be perceived as charismatic 

athletes of faith. They accept their minority status in the religious landscape. They do 

not experience a dichotomy between their grounding in tradition (as expressed by 

enclosure) and a willingness to relate to the world as it is (as expressed by 

hospitality). Perhaps here they are finding their way forward. 

 



She was struck by the significant impact the abduction and execution of the monks 

of Tibhirine has made on the monastic world. In a sense, the Atlas brothers 

embodied in an extreme way the basic choices at issue here. They chose to live as 

absolute religious minorities in a context where there was no reasonable hope of 

receiving local vocations. They integrated this choice and this situation into their 

spirituality. And they chose to exercise an exceptional kind of hospitality that 

excluded no one, friend or foe, refusing to compromise their practice in this regard, 

even at the risk of their lives. The questions they dealt with in dramatic, high-stakes 

circumstances are the same fundamental issues that all monasteries need to face. 

 

The main conclusion I draw for myself from this study is that the real question is not 

whether monasticism will survive or not. History shows that monasteries have lived 

through harder and more complex times than our own. Our main questions need to 

be about the choices we make as we move forward. Some of those choices have to do 

with a conscious acceptance of our situation, which requires serious effort to see and 

understand the world we live in. In this sense we need to use the threshold of the 

enclosure as a place for observation, exchange, and learning. Some of those choices 

have to do with preserving our core values in today’s context. In this sense enclosure 

is the space within which we need to clarify and bolster what is most important to 

us now, without turning the monastery into an isolating fortress or a relic of the 

past. The areas of liturgy and hospitality will probably continue to be the places 

where these choices are most obviously played out. 

 

Along the lines of this notion of embracing a kind of collective “little way,” it seems 

important to me that we acknowledge and accept the difficulties and discomforts of 

our situation. We feel helpless as we witness the decline in religious practice that 

sometimes affects our relationships with own families and that is one of the main 

causes of a decline in vocations to religious life. Guests and visitors sometimes surprise 

us with misunderstandings about even the most basic elements of faith and practice. 



Or the surprise can go in the other direction: we encounter people leading 

remarkable Christian lives, whose fidelity costs them more than anything we 

experience in the monastery. Or we simply witness with dismay the hardships people 

have to endure. Hospitality is at times enriching, at times disturbing. We are often 

unsure about how to respond to drifters, the homeless, or the mentally ill. Not to 

mention the tensions in the Church and in the political scene that inevitably have 

their impact on community life. Perhaps there is a “little way” to sanctity right in 

front of us in the vivid details of these experiences. Perhaps we risk missing out on 

this spiritual opportunity when we get caught up in big questions and preoccupations 

about the future. For all its apparent stability and timelessness, monasticism is a 

risky adventure in every age.  

 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

 


