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John of Ford on Living through Difficult Times 
 
By way of a pause from commenting on the Rule of Benedict, this week I’d like to draw your 
attention to a Cistercian text worth rediscovering during this unusual period of a global pandemic. 
 
The text in question is John of Ford’s Sermon 41 on the Song of Songs, written during the year 
1210. Two years previously Pope Innocent III had placed the kingdom of England under general 
interdict in reaction to King John’s continued meddling in church affairs. Interdict is an extreme 
measure by which the celebration of the sacraments are forbidden in a given territory, in this case, in 
all of England. This situation lasted for six years, from 1208 to 1214. The only concession eventually 
granted to the monasteries was one Mass per week, otherwise they bore the full brunt of the 
interdict.   
 
It is good to keep in mind that John’s later years were marked by yet other somber circumstances. 
The Cistercian order, now past its first centennial, was not doing well, especially in England, where 
there had been lay brother revolts in some houses. King John displayed a favorable attitude toward 
the Cistercians, choosing his chaplains from among their abbots, a function John of Ford held for 
three years, but was unscrupulous in taxing and imposing fees on the monasteries to pay for his war 
with Ireland. Many abbeys, including Ford, wavered on the edge of bankruptcy. During the years of 
interdict, the English abbots were cut off from the General Chapter and other sources of moral and 
temporal support. John of Ford died before the interdict was lifted, and so had no last sacraments 
and no burial rites. 
 
It is therefore all the more remarkable to realize that during these years John was engaged in the 
huge creative effort of completing the Cistercian commentary on the Song of Songs, a work that 
extends over 120 sermons. He was not a man to give in to discouragement. 
 
Our circumstances are obviously different, but there are some parallels between what John was 
facing in his later years and the seemingly monumental changes we are experiencing today. Our 
order is certainly not riding a crest at this point. The need to delay the General Chapter comes at 
bad time and leaves many difficult situations in suspension. All around the world the life of the 
church is hindered by the inability to hold large gatherings. The church itself has been experiencing 
diminishment and splintering. No one, it seems, will emerge unaffected from these long months of 
pandemic. 
 
So, I propose looking at John of Ford’s sermon 41, where the text from the Canticle evokes for him 
the difficulties of his day and where he uncharacteristically departs from the flow of his commentary 
to talk about the interdict and its effects. The text from the Song of Songs in question is “Where has 
your beloved gone, O fairest among women? Where has your beloved turned, that we may seek him 
with you?” This evocation of the Lord’s absence or apparent absence became an occasion for John 
to do some soul-searching and to speak from the heart. 
 
I offer three quotations from this sermon, each under the heading of a lesson we can learn from 
John about how best to approach difficult days. 
 
First, John recommends biblical frankness in articulating the causes of our suffering and in holding 
that suffering up to God: 



 
'And you, Lord, how long will you keep us waiting? How long will the punishment that one ruler has 
deserved fall so heavily upon all? How long will we be commanded to pay back, at such high 
interest, what we have never stolen? For how long, Lord, will you not even spare the glory of your 
name, seeming to have repudiated your altar and cursed your sanctuary? Look at your altar, 
standing bare and deserted, stripped of its rites and the honor it is due. Your house of prayer in 
which we used to praise you, has become silent, and our voices rise no more in common prayer. 
You made a whip of little cords, but in the heat of your anger it is those who praise and bless your 
name that you have driven from the temple! (S. 41.2; CF 43:135) 
 
Second, John would have us remain firmly anchored in gratitude, because gratitude then becomes 
the anchor of hope: 
 
Thank you, O Lord God, for letting us see so clearly that you are with us amidst our lamentations. 
Thank you for decreeing that we should have the favor, at least once a week, of being fed on our 
daily bread, your most blessed body. This was truly fatherly and merciful, as otherwise we might 
faint away on our journey. Yes, in your mercy you would not have us faint, and in your own good 
time, your mercy will send us more generous refreshment. Once again you will give us a daily feast, 
which now we beg for, in silence and shame, only at rare intervals. But for the time being, God forbid 
that we should find consolation in anything except the full restitution of your grace, Lord Jesus! (S. 
41.7; CF 43:142) 
 
Third and last, John sees it as the monk’s role to internalize with and for the larger church the 
longings, anxieties, and fears everyone is facing: 
 
I shall take up my stand at the entrance to the tomb, weeping and waiting for some joyful news, 
whether from angel or from gardener. Yet if even an angel from heaven were to say to me, 'Do not 
weep,’ but without showing me Jesus, he would be more likely to rouse my tears than still them. All 
this time I shall make use of my tears; they will serve as pledge and memorial. 'My tears will become 
my bread, by day and by night,’ until I find once more set upon my table 'the living bread, which 
comes down from heaven.’ So, Lord Jesus, do not cease to give me this bread until you come, and 
oh, of your pity, let that be soon! (S. 41.7; CF 43:142-143) 
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