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Ascension: Descents and Ascents 
 

A few weeks ago, in the second unit of the Experientia program, as you might recall, we were each 
invited to reflect personally on a series of probing questions. To cite some of them: 
 

1. What were the beginnings of my monastic vocation? 
2. What was I seeking in coming to the monastery? . . . . Have there been moments of grace? 
Have there been periods of decline? 
3. Have I experienced times of crisis? What were the elements? What were the outcomes?  
4. Are there areas in my life which remain under-developed? Do I feel unsatisfied? Has this led 
to my feeling frustrated or envious?  
5. How have I dealt with disappointments? Do I have any enduring resentment? Has this ever 
led me to feel alienated from the community? 
6. Where am I today? . . . . To what extent is my personal identity defined by my monastic 
vocation? 
7. Has there been a transformation in my expectations: What do I now hope for in my monastic 
future? 

 
Ascension is an ideal time to return to these questions, because they imply a descent and an ascent. Our 
Cistercian forbears often organized their preaching for Ascension around the key text from Ephesians, 
“He who descended is he who also ascended far above all the heavens, that he might fill all things” 
(Eph 4:10), and its close equivalent in John’s gospel: “No one has ascended into heaven but he who 
descended from heaven, the Son of man” (Jn 3:13). The theological core of their thoughts on these 
texts is the notion that Christ could only redeem what he assumed, so he had to descend to the lowest 
point of human experience. And the key moral point they make in this connection is that we can hope 
to ascend with Christ only if we are willing to follow him in the stages of his descent, even to that 
lowest point of human experience at its hardest and most painful. And our authors often see the ascent 
as passing back through those same stages, redeeming them step by step along the way. 
 
Although the questions I just mentioned were meant for our personal reflection, I would guess that our 
answers would have many common traits and that our personal experiences tend to follow a similar 
itinerary. I will venture a description in terms of descent and ascent. 
 
What brings us to the monastery is the experience of a call. And often it is thanks to a deep conviction 
about our vocation that we persevere. At the same time, that sense of call is combined with plenty of 
self-will. As newcomers, we are generally enthusiastic about ascetical practices and discipline. If we 
work hard and exert ourselves, we feel confident that we are doing the right thing, living monastic life 



the way it was intended to be. Since the community’s practice is moderate, we may even add self-
imposed, chosen hardships on our own. And as newcomers, we are often disappointed to see that the 
experienced monks are less enthusiastic about living monastic life the way we thought it was intended 
to be. 
 
Meanwhile, as the formation years pass and circumstances change, we start to experience hardships 
that come our way unbidden: disappointments, disillusionments, interpersonal tensions or conflicts, 
failures on the part of the community, personal limitations, and so forth.  
 
At this stage chapter 7 of the Rule on humility hasn’t quite sunk in. Instead of embracing these 
hardships as part of the monastic way, we see them as obstacles and annoyances that tarnish our image 
of monastic life and get in the way of the chosen efforts that seemed more rewarding. Dissatisfaction 
increases. Anger and resentment can take over. Or, paradoxically, we can drift into behaviors just the 
opposite of our professed ideals. At this low point, the joy of the initial call seems like a distant 
memory. Only by the grace of God do we ride out this stage, “not giving up or running away,” as the 
Rule puts it, even when we feel like we are being dealt with unfairly. 
 
The wisdom our Cistercian forebears have to offer here is to remind us that the way back is through the 
same stages in reverse order. But it has nothing to do with turning the clock back. Our experience has 
changed us. Everything we encounter on the way back will now look different. 
 
Having left behind the bitterness of the low point, we discover that the genuine and unbidden hardships 
that come our way are, in fact, our best teachers. Chapter 7 of the Rule begins to make more sense. The 
rewards and benefits of real spiritual struggle are now recognizable. We have learned to depend on God 
in hard times and less on our own strength.  
 
The normal, common disciplines of daily life—the same ones that left us unimpressed in our earlier 
fervor—now take their rightful place. We keep them as much for the benefit of others as for our own 
good. We have no one to impress. We want what’s best for the community. We value and want a stable 
common practice. 
 
And then, one day, God willing, we are surprised to realize that, as the Rule puts it, we are “running on 
the path of God’s commandments, our hearts overflowing with the inexpressible delight of love,” 
which is another way of saying we have again found the joy of our calling. It is a new and deeper joy, a 
joy that has increased in proportion to the long descent and ascent through which the Lord has led us. 
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