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When the baseball crashed through his window, he was thinking about Ted Williams.

Mark had once read that the Red Sox great claimed that when a fastball was screaming toward him at home plate, he could see the stitches on the ball. Mark couldn’t see the stitches, but he was aware that the ball was headed directly toward him. A line drive, the radio announcer would say, and he could almost hear the Red Sox games his father listened to during the summer. Back then, June, July, and August seemed like one endless baseball game.

For a brief moment the ball appeared motionless, and then grew larger, like a globe rapidly expanding.

He jumped out of the way just before it crashed theatrically through the glass, smacked the tall maple bookcase behind him as if it were a backstop, knocked out a few yellowing paperbacks, and landed with a demure plop on the carpet.

“Shit!” he said, to no one in particular. He peered through the jagged glass into the neighboring yard. He knew right where to look. It was where they always played ball and made too much noise. The three teenage boys who lived on his block were friendly, but occasionally bothersome.

He spotted them now and called down, “What the hell were you doing?”

“Sorry!” came a trio of adolescent voices. The neighboring yard was several feet lower than his. Mark could never figure out what accounted for the strange undulations in his neighborhood, but some lawns were high, others low. Sometimes he worried about his house being swallowed up by one of those monstrous sinkholes he saw on the news, but it was probably just a natural depression, nothing special. Now it exaggerated his vantage point; from his first-floor glassed-in den, he looked down on the boys as if from a great height.

“It’s almost the middle of the night!” he shouted. This was clearly an exaggeration—it was only nine o’clock—but anger made him skate over the error. He repeated himself, more loudly.

“What the hell are you doing playing ball in the middle of the night?” And who, he asked himself, breaks windows with baseballs these days? He felt as if he were in a 1960s sitcom.

The three boys dragged themselves up the incline and entered Mark’s yard. Standing a few yards from his window, they unsuccessfully tried to hide their fascination at the destruction they had caused, as they contemplated the shards of glass sparkling on the dark lawn.

It was odd to see the three boys standing still. Normally, he saw them racing around the neighborhood, either on their bikes or, more recently, in one of their parents’ cars. A few days ago he had narrowly missed one of them riding a bike, no-handedly, on the street. But now they were rooted in place, apparently weighed down by guilt. As they inched closer to the broken window, Mark felt his empathy kick in.

“Uh . . . sorry, Mark,” one said, looking up. Then he corrected himself: “Mr. Matthews.” Their upturned faces made the sixteen-year-olds look younger.

What a dumb name, he thought, not for the first time. Dull to all but religious people who often asked, “Do you have brothers named Luke and John?” Long ago, he had promised himself that when he had children, he would not name them after anyone who wrote a Gospel.

He used to ask women he dated what names they’d pick for their children, which either spooked them or prompted them to think that a ring was forthcoming. So he stopped inquiring. But occasionally, before he dozed off at night, he mused on names for his children. At age thirty, he was starting to worry about whether he’d ever find someone . . .

The three boys stared at him. Mark took a step forward and felt glass crunch underfoot. Tomorrow he would have to tell Anne, his landlady. She’d freak out. So he grew angry again.

“Who’s going to pay for this mess?” he asked, sounding like his father. Was there an internal script for these events that his mental hard drive automatically accessed?

“Um . . . us,” said Brad, whom Mark considered the group’s leader. “Is that okay?”

“Yeah, fine,” he said. “Hey, I know it was an accident. I used to do stupid things too. And I know you’re all good kids.” They brightened at that. One boy smiled in relief, caught himself, and frowned again.

“So,” Mark said, “just come back tomorrow, and we’ll figure out how much this is going to cost.”

“Okay.” They dispersed then, in three different directions, one carrying a bat, each with his own glove. The small event was large enough to unsettle them, shatter their evening camaraderie, and drive them homeward.

Mark remembered what Brad’s father said after his son passed his driver’s test. Mark was washing his car when Brad pulled into the driveway next door, after his long-awaited appointment at the Department of Motor Vehicles. The kid was so excited that he forgot to act cool.

“Mark, I passed!” he shouted through the open window as he honked the horn. “I passed, I passed, I passed!”

Brad got out of the car, slammed the door, flew up the steps to his house, taking two at a time, and threw open the door. “Mom! I passed!”

His father, a heavy man, grinned slyly as he extricated himself from the car.

“Congratulations,” said Mark. “Sixteen already, huh? I guess they grow up fast.”

“Are you kidding?” said the father. “Longest sixteen years of my life!”

Mark looked out at the darkening yard and heard crickets chirping. I should probably cover the window with plastic, he thought, after I clean up this mess.
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The abbot could hardly believe how much work he had to do that night.

One of the things that occasionally bothered Father Paul about being abbot was what “seculars,” those outside the monastery, would say about his work. “It must be nice not to have any responsibilities,” said one wealthy Catholic benefactor who paid him a visit a few days ago. He set aside his annoyance, because the monastery depended on her generous benefactions.

“Well,” he said, “It’s ora et labora. Prayer and work. I’m actually quite busy.”

“Oh, I’m sure,” she said airily, though he could tell she didn’t believe him.

When Paul entered the novitiate, his friends had one of two reactions. They thought either that Paul was wasting his life, after having finished his Ph.D. in church history and then securing a tenure-track position at Villanova, or that he was entering a perfect world where strife was unknown, mortal problems were banished, and a rich prayer life was the norm.

Neither was accurate. Paul knew his vocation wasn’t a waste of a life; it was a fulfillment of it. A few years after he entered, he was asked by the abbot to teach church history to the novices. “We’ll use all your talents here,” said the abbot. “God gave them to you, and then God gave you to us.” And he enjoyed putting his skills to use. Later, after he was appointed novice director, Paul sent a postcard with a picture of the abbey to his former department chair at Villanova. “Teaching again,” he wrote. “And no committees!” The department head wrote back on a postcard, saying, “Sign me up.”

As for the monastic life being without strife, Paul often told the story of Brother Francis, a monk, now long dead, who had a unique way of communicating his displeasure with his fellow monks. Whenever the monks chanted a psalm that mentioned the word “enemy”—as in “Rescue me from my enemies, O God”—Brother Francis would pointedly look up from his prayer book and glare at whichever monk was annoying him that week.

And a consistently rich prayer life? Paul had been a monk long enough to know that the spiritual life was one of ups and downs. Often he felt close to God—in his private prayer, while praying in community, or during the busyness of the day. Sometimes a word or phrase from the psalms seemed to pierce his heart like an arrow. Many times a Gospel story he had heard dozens of times over the years seemed brand new, as if he had never heard it before, taking on an irresistible urgency. Just as often, he would be laughing with a fellow monk about some craziness in the abbey and feel a burst of consolation about his life. And a few times Paul had what he later realized were truly mystical experiences. Once, during Vespers, he felt utterly filled with God’s expansive love, as if his heart were not big enough to contain it. He treasured all these moments.

But he also knew that the spiritual life had its dry patches—sometimes long dry patches—when God didn’t feel close at all. Prayer could seem routine, even boring. If I have to sing this psalm one more time, he once caught himself thinking, my head is going to explode. Mass could be, he had to admit, dull at times. And his personal prayer was sometimes filled with distractions. Oddly, though, the longer he was a monk and the more he read the writings of the great spiritual masters (all of whom experienced more or less the same thing), the less he worried about dry periods. It was like any relationship: things couldn’t be exciting all the time. Perhaps, Paul thought a few years back, the human heart couldn’t take it, if God were always so close.

Life in the monastery was fulfilling. It was also busy. For his sister he had once typed up the schedule of an abbot’s typical day—“The Abbatial Day”—along with the names of the various times of prayer. Paul loved the word “abbatial.” It was absurdly pretentious, so he used it as often as he could to get a laugh from the other monks. “Please sit on the abbatial couch, Father.”

Paul kept that page, which he copied and sent to friends on the outside, since they so often asked, “What does an abbot do all day?” He wished he had it on hand when that benefactor made her comment.


The Abbatial Day

    3:30 A.M.: Vigils. The first prayer of the day, and my favorite. It took me almost a year to get used to the schedule, but after that I found that I loved praying in the dark, before the day has begun.

    4:15–6:00: Breakfast. A simple meal, followed by some quiet prayer and spiritual reading in my room (my “cell,” as we call it), and of course showering, shaving, and so on.

    6:00: Lauds. Daily Mass follows. I’m usually the celebrant for the major feasts, but I take my turn with the other priests here for the rest of the Masses.

    7:00: Spiritual reading, correspondence, preparing talks for the monks in “chapter,” our community meetings. This is when I write my homilies too, if it’s my turn to preside the next day.

    9:00–12:00: Visiting the monks in the infirmary; checking in at the jam factory; meeting with the “cellarer,” the monk in charge of food and provisions; and speaking with the director of the physical plant about the grounds and such. This is when I sometimes feel like I’m running a small town.

    10:00: Terce. This prayer can be said wherever I am, for example, in the jam factory.

    12:15 P.M.: Sext. At this point in the day, I can find myself nodding off during our prayer—not a good thing for the abbot to do.

    12:30: Dinner. The food’s quite good. And since I’m the abbot, I can make sure of that!

    1:00: Cleaning up in the kitchen.

    2:00: None. This prayer is so named because it is in the “ninth hour” of the day after dawn. (It’s pronounced “known,” by the way.)

    2:15–5:30: Spiritual reading, more correspondence and e-mail, chapter talks, checking on the sick monks in the infirmary, visiting the working monks, meeting with monks who run other parts of the monastery, with a break for personal prayer.

    5:30: Vespers.

    6:00–7:30: Supper, cleaning up, private meetings with the monks or spiritual direction. This is when I sometimes see people “on the outside.”

    7:30: Compline. The last prayer of the day. At the end of Compline I bless all the monks with holy water before we retire for bed. To see the older monks, some of whom trained me, bow their heads and ask for a blessing is humbling.

    8:00: Leisure reading, catching up on the papers, bedtime. I’m usually beat.



Being abbot was something Paul never aspired to. Nor could he have imagined he’d be a candidate. But as the election approached three years ago, he began to sense that the monks were looking for a younger man to take over. As a middle-aged monk who had completed his formation, spent time as the novice director, and was in decent health (except for a persistently bad back), he suspected that he would probably be in the running. But it turned out that Paul’s election was a surprise only to him. He won on the first ballot.

Even with his responsibilities, and even though he missed the simpler life of a monk, life as an abbot suited him. Paul seemed to be good at it, and in general the monks liked him. Most of them. There were always people in the community who didn’t get along, and didn’t get along with him. One monk, who disliked Paul from the day he entered the novitiate, turned red when Paul was elected. So Paul tried to treat him with extra care. But he liked being abbot. And he loved living here.

On the other hand, as he often reminded seculars, life at the Abbey of Saints Philip and James was not perfect. Despite their best intentions, monks argued, grew angry at one another, and occasionally held grudges. Monks were still imperfect, and sinful. As Paul knew he was. A line from Thomas Merton, the Trappist monk whose books he had first read in high school, put things in perspective: “The first and most elementary test of one’s call to the religious life—whether as a Jesuit, Franciscan, Cistercian, or Carthusian—is the willingness to accept life in a community in which everybody is more or less imperfect.” Paul memorized the line and often used it with the novices.

John Berchmans, a Jesuit saint he read about in the novitiate, wrote, Vita communis est mea maxima penitentia. Some pious scholars translated vita communis as the “common life,” that is, the everyday life of men and women—getting up, going to work, struggling through life, and so on. But Paul suspected another meaning was more likely. “Life in community,” life in a religious order, was his greatest penance. On cold winter days when a third of the monks had the flu, a third were sullen, and another third were angry at him for some decision he had made, Paul prayed to St. John Berchmans.

Paul often thought that he might amend Berchmans’s quote to read, “Life in community is my greatest penance and greatest blessing.” He loved so many things—from the first day he entered. During his first week at the monastery he told his novice master that he loved it so much that he wanted to sing. Father Edward responded, “Well, then it’s a good thing we do sing—several times a day!”

His other loves were easy to name. Paul loved the structured schedule, which freed him from wondering how to arrange his day. He was also happy not to worry about where he would be in the future. His brothers and sisters seemed to move from job to job every few years, and last year one brother had to relocate his family from Philadelphia to North Carolina. By contrast, Paul was planted here until he died, when he would be buried in the cemetery. “Here’s my future home,” he once said to his sister, when they passed by the rows of white crosses. She found it morbid. He found it comforting. At the end of his novitiate, Paul took the monastic vows of obedience, conversion of life (in other words, to live like a monk), and stability. Stability was the easiest vow for him.

He loved praying—singing really—in common with his brother monks, because when he was happy about his vocation and wanted to shout to God, he could do so; and when he was doubting his vocation, there were others who were not and who could carry him along with their prayers.

Seeing the seasons change on this magnificent plot of land was another joy for Paul. On stormy days Paul could peer out the window of the dormitory to watch the tall green pine trees bend in the wind, and that was beautiful. On snowy days he could watch the roof of the jam factory pile with wet snow, and that was beautiful. And on spring days, his favorite, he could admire the cherry and dogwood trees in the cloister garden that burst into pink and white flower, and that was the most beautiful of all.

The abbot stared out the window at the violet sky, then sat down at his desk, took out a note card with a photo of the cloister garden, and started to write a note to a woman who had just donated a stack of Bible commentaries. Not only did the library already have that particular series of books, but they were old and out of date. Paul wanted to thank her anyway.
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For the next few days, Anne couldn’t get that line out of her mind: “Close to Jesus to the last.” That’s exactly how she felt with Jeremiah. On the ride to work the next Friday, she kept her radio off, so that she could try to figure out why these words hit home. As she passed the exit for the monastery, she momentarily considered stopping at the chapel to see the picture of Mary again, and then laughed.

“Oh, I’m sure that would go over well!” she said aloud in the car. She shook her head, imagining the reaction when she told her boss that she was late to work because she was visiting a monastery.

After Jeremiah’s death, Anne was grateful that she had a job. Of course there was no question that she would continue working; even with the rent from the second house, she had to support herself. But after the accident and the wake and the funeral and the weeks inside the house, she was, finally, relieved to have something to take her mind off her grief. After a few months she started to feel trapped by the house, as if it were crushing her with memories. So even though she found it nearly impossible to concentrate and everyone treated her as if she were a fragile glass vase, she eventually called her boss and told him she was coming back, and she was happy that she did.

Those lines about Mary stayed with her. During her lunch break that Friday, she went online, found a search engine, and typed in the words “Close to Jesus to the last.”

Lots of super-Catholic images popped up on her screen, the kind of stuff she loathed. A kitschy picture of a lily-white Mary holding a bloody, dead Jesus. A Flemish painting of the Crucifixion, with a weeping Mary and another person standing at the foot of the cross. And a painting from Jesus’s point of view from the cross, with Mary and some other women collapsed in sorrow as the Roman soldiers looked on. In a few clicks she discovered that the quote was taken from a lengthy prayer called the Stabat Mater, about Mary standing by the cross. Anne started to read the prayer, but lost interest. She didn’t like the rest of the prayer, just the lines on her card. Again, Jeremiah came into her mind and heart.

Suddenly, she was angry with herself. What am I doing looking at all this religious stuff? What bullshit. God hadn’t helped her when Jeremiah was dying. God certainly hadn’t helped Jeremiah. God wasn’t close to her, or Jeremiah, or anyone.

She clicked off the page, popped her head into the office next door, and asked her younger colleague, Kerry, if she wanted to get a bite for lunch.

“Sure,” said Kerry. “What are you up to?”

“Nothing,” said Anne. “Wasting time on the web.”

By the end of the day, she felt an unfamiliar mix of emotions. Jeremiah was on her mind, as always. After three years, she was getting used to that, and used to feeling that her insides would open up whenever she thought about him. The therapist she saw for a few months after Jeremiah’s death told her that thinking of him so frequently was normal. But now there was something else: curiosity about the monastery, especially about that painting.
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On her way home, Anne approached the exit to the abbey on the Blue Route. She grew increasingly annoyed with herself, wondering why she kept thinking about that painting of Mary. It seemed a waste of time. How could she ever know what Mary felt anyway?

She was also wondering about putting her grief behind her. Or if she ever could. As was often the case, Anne was confused not only about what she was feeling, but about what she was supposed to be feeling. What was normal? She didn’t want to forget Jeremiah—that would be impossible—but she wished that she could stop obsessing over his death, stop turning it over and over in her mind. She wanted to remember him only as alive, not dead. Was that even possible? The therapist had told her that whatever she felt was normal. “Let yourself feel what you feel,” she had said. “There’s no timetable for grief.”

The image of Mary returned to her thoughts again, insistently.

Mary didn’t have to grieve much over Jesus—just three days, right? Then he was back. Jeremiah had been dead for three years.

“Try that, Mary,” she said in the car, out loud. Then she felt guilty about saying it. But she didn’t know if she believed in God anyway, so who cared?

So she said it again, “Try that, Mary.” She felt better telling Mary, and maybe God, exactly what she felt.

Then she felt ashamed. Mary had watched her son suffer for three hours on the cross. Anne remembered holding Jeremiah’s hand in his hospital bed for three hours, until his death. She held him tight even after the doctors told her that he was “gone.” Gone. What a stupid thing to say. Gone where?

Mary would understand her holding on. One mother would understand another. Anne felt her throat tighten; she wanted to speak to another woman who had lost a child. What would Mary say?

“Oh, what the hell.” She pulled off on the exit leading to the abbey.

It was her favorite time of day, right before dinnertime, and the waning sun threw rose highlights on the underbellies of the scudding clouds. Her mother used to call the color “sky blue pink.”

She followed the sign that pointed toward the abbey, eventually drove through the open iron gate, and started up the long driveway to the monastery. She remembered sitting beside her father as he drove his old Ford Falcon up this same drive. What had drawn him here? His work with the monks always seemed to be something he just did—like paying the bills every month or mowing the lawn every week—which she never questioned. She would no more have asked why he went to the abbey than she would have asked why he took out the trash on Wednesday nights.

Why hadn’t she talked to her parents about their faith? When she was young, Anne felt that religion
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