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About the Book …


“This is an extraordinary account of a man seeking inner peace and total commitment to God.… a fine portrait of cloistered life, a beautifully written account of one man’s soul-searching.”

—Publishers Weekly




“… a unique and personal document. What emerges is the baring of a very gifted writer’s soul. Nouwen’s devastating frankness in his soul-searching is a great aid in helping the reader identify with him as he opens his soul to his spiritual master.”

—Bro. Patrick Hart in America




“Reading this book is a wonderful experience. The Genesee Diary is a superb report about joy and God and Henri Nouwen. The power of Nouwen’s diary lies in its capacity to shatter such favorite illusions and return them to us in truer form.”

—Cross Currents




“This unsparingly honest book is inspirational in the best sense. It inspires confidence in the author; it inspires one to imitation without false expectation; it inspires trust in ancient ways of judgment and prayer which the trend think to be outmoded. And it is packed with comments, descriptions, and incidents which are delightful and instructive.”

—Our Sunday Visitor




“For easygoing reflection and fresh insight into the monastic life, Nouwen’s diary is tops. He records his moods and observations during seven months as a ‘temporary Trappist’ and leaves us with a realistic look at the power and grace of the monastic vocation—a vocation which does not solve all problems in our life, but helps one to praise God with new vigor. Nouwen emerges with a new strength to deal with the human condition, and we can profit from his pilgrimage.”

—The Christian Century




“The Genesee Diary, by Henri J. M. Nouwen, is a positively superior item.”

—The Church World




“Nouwen’s depiction of life at the monastery—the regimen of work, prayer, and liturgy; the significance of the abbot and the monastic brotherhood—provides a valuable account of contemporary Trappist life in America. His unusually candid personal reflections, which range from the merely commonplace to the perceptive, constitute the other dimension of the book. The Genesee Diary owes much of its growing popularity to the Mertonian quality of its more illuminating passages and to the fresh yet traditional nature of its message.”

—Religious Studies Review




“The Genesee Diary is far and away one of the most rewarding books I have read in years, because it so beautifully lifts the heart and mind to God and the Savior.”

—Christianity Today




 

Other Henri J. M. Nouwen titles from Doubleday


AGING

COMPASSION

CREATIVE MINISTRY

THE INNER VOICE OF LOVE

LIFESIGNS

REACHING OUT

THE RETURN OF THE PRODIGAL SON

THE ROAD TO DAYBREAK

THE WOUNDED HEALER





[image: ]




AN IMAGE BOOK

PUBLISHED BY DOUBLEDAY

a division of Bantam Doubleday Dell Publishing Group, Inc.
1540 Broadway, New York, New York 10036

IMAGE, DOUBLEDAY, and the portrayal of a deer drinking
from a stream are trademarks of Doubleday, a division of
Bantam Doubleday Dell Publishing Group, Inc.

First Image edition published March 1981
by special arrangement with Doubleday, a division of
Bantam Doubleday Dell Publishing Group, Inc.
This Image edition first published December 1989.

Acknowledgments for permission to quote from copyrighted
sources will be found on this page.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Nouwen, Henri J.M.

The Genesee diary.

“Complete and unabridged.”

Includes bibliographical references.

1. Nouwen, Henri J. M. 2. Spiritual life—Catholic author. I.Title.

[BX4705.N87A33 1981] 248.4 80-23632

eBook ISBN: 978-0-8041-5208-2

Copyright © 1976 by Henri J. M. Nouwen

ALL RIGHTS RESERVED

v3.1





To all contemplative men and women
who by their commitment to unceasing
prayer offer us hope in the midst
of a troubled world.




ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Many friends have helped me make the decision to publish this diary. I want to express my deep gratitude to Ellie Drury, Louis Dupré, Bob Lifton, Mu-Gak, Eric Olson, Colin Williams, Richard White, Arnold Wolf, and Phil Zaeder for the time and the attention they have given to the writings of which this diary is a selection. Without their encouragement, I would have never been able to follow through with the suggestion that my diary might be of interest to more than a small circle of friends.

I owe a special word of thanks to Dorothy Holman who was the first to make me think about the possibility of publication when she said, “This is the most unselfconscious writing you have done. Maybe you should have it printed exactly because you didn’t write it with that purpose in mind.” That same unselfconsciousness, however, was the cause of many linguistic and stylistic weaknesses. I am very grateful to Stephen Leahy, Bob Werner, and John Mogabgab for the care with which they corrected the manuscript.

Finally, I want to express my appreciation for the editorial help of Bob Heller and the secretarial assistance of Pat Murray Kelly, Cyndy Halverson, Katie Hicks, and Claire Mattern.


CONTENTS


Cover

Other Books by This Author

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Acknowledgments



Introduction

1   June:   A Stranger in Paradise

2   July:   You Are the Glory of God

3   August:   Nixon and St. Bernard

4   September:   Pray for the World

5   October:   Strangers and Friends

6   November:   Many Saints but One Lord

7   December:   Waiting Quietly and Joyfully

Conclusion

References


INTRODUCTION

My desire to live for seven months in a Trappist Monastery, not as a guest but as a monk, did not develop overnight. It was the outcome of many years of restless searching. While teaching, lecturing, and writing about the importance of solitude, inner freedom, and peace of mind, I kept stumbling over my own compulsions and illusions. What was driving me from one book to another, one place to another, one project to another? What made me think and talk about “the reality of the Unseen” with the seriousness of one who had seen all that is real? What was turning my vocation to be a witness to God’s love into a tiring job? These questions kept intruding themselves into my few unfilled moments and challenging me to face my restless self. Maybe I spoke more about God than with him. Maybe my writing about prayer kept me from a prayerful life. Maybe I was more concerned about the praise of men and women than the love of God. Maybe I was slowly becoming a prisoner of people’s expectations instead of a man liberated by divine promises. Maybe … It was not all that clear, but I realized that I would only know by stepping back and allowing the hard questions to touch me even if they hurt. But stepping back was not so easy. I had succeeded in surrounding myself with so many classes to prepare, lectures to give, articles to finish, people to meet, phone calls to make, and letters to answer, that I had come quite close to believing that I was indispensible.

When I took a closer look at this I realized that I was caught in a web of strange paradoxes. While complaining about too many demands, I felt uneasy when none were made. While speaking about the burden of letter writing, an empty mailbox made me sad. While fretting about tiring lecture tours, I felt disappointed when there were no invitations. While speaking nostalgically about an empty desk, I feared the day on which that would come true. In short: while desiring to be alone, I was frightened of being left alone. The more I became aware of these paradoxes, the more I started to see how much I had indeed fallen in love with my own compulsions and illusions, and how much I needed to step back and wonder, “Is there a quiet stream underneath the fluctuating affirmations and rejections of my little world? Is there a still point where my life is anchored and from which I can reach out with hope and courage and confidence?”

While realizing my growing need to step back, I knew that I could never do it alone. It seems that the crucial decisions and the great experiences of life require a guide. The way to “God alone” is seldom traveled alone. For me there was little, if any, question about the need for guidance. At first it was very unclear what exactly that would mean. But my own travels on the roads of the U.S.A. as well as on the paths of the spiritual search had slowly prepared me for an answer.

About ten years ago, while on a long trip from Miami to Topeka, I stopped at the Trappist Abbey of Gethsemani in Kentucky, in the hope of finding someone with whom I could talk. When the guestmaster learned that I had studied psychology and was at the point of joining the faculty of a psychology department, he said with a happy twinkle in his eyes: “But we Trappists have a psychologist too! I will ask him to visit you.” A little later Father John Eudes Bamberger walked into the guest room. Very soon I knew that I had met a rare and very convincing person. John Eudes listened to me with care and interest, but also with a deep conviction and a clear vision; he gave me much time and attention but did not allow me to waste a minute; he left me fully free to express my feelings and thoughts but did not hesitate to present his own; he offered me space to deliberate about choices and to make decisions but did not withhold his opinion that some choices and decisions were better than others; he let me find my own way but did not hide the map that showed the right direction. In our conversation, John Eudes emerged not only as a listener but also as a guide, not only as a counselor but also as a director. It did not take me long to realize that this was the man I had needed so badly.

John Eudes’ own history, in which both psychology and theology play a major role, offered so many connections with my own story that I had a vital sense of God’s guidance in our encounter. His medical and psychiatric training, his theological education and monastic formation and his far-reaching experiences ranging from his duty in the U. S. Navy to his roles as infirmarian and novice master seemed to reflect many of my own endeavors, aspirations, and fantasies.

This unusual combination of differences and similarities offered the graceful context in which spiritual direction could grow and continue to grow It is therefore not surprising that during my many subsequent visits to Gethsemani I came to know John Eudes not only as a very insightful but also as a very compassionate spiritual guide.

After a three-year stay in Europe, during which my contact with John Eudes was minimal, I heard that he had been elected Abbot of the Abbey of the Genesee in upstate New York. My first visit there gave me the idea that maybe in the near future I could break away from my work, explore my compulsions and illusions, and live as a temporary monk under the regular guidance of John Eudes. I vividly remember my hesitation in formulating this idea. I was so aware of the unusual nature of my desire to be a temporary Trappist, that I didn’t expect much more than a smile saying, “We enter here for a lifetime, not for a sabbatical.” But the “no” which I had expected did not come. John Eudes was open to the idea and said, “Although our monastic community does not admit temporary members, I will think about your desire, discuss it with the monks, and see if we can make an exception.” A half year later a letter came with the good news that I had been “voted in,” and that I could come when I was ready for it. Finally on June 1, 1974, after a lot of desk cleaning, I flew to Rochester, New York, to live as a Trappist monk for seven months, and on Pentecost, June 2, I started to write the notes that found their final form in this diary.


CHAPTER ONE

JUNE
A Stranger in Paradise

JUNE

Sunday, 2

Thanks be to God that I am here! When Walter met me last night at the Rochester Airport and drove me through the darkening Genesee valley to the Trappist Monastery, I had a deep sense of gratitude. I knew it was a good decision to interrupt my life for seven months and join the thirty monks who had impressed me so much when I visited them two years ago.

When we drove up to the buildings the splendid red sky had become sparkling dark. Walter showed me my room in the center of a small corridor where the monks had their cells. It was silent.… The abbot, John Eudes, had sent a card with Walter to wish me welcome, and on my desk I found a friendly note from the prior, Father Stephen, telling me that breakfast would be on the table between 3 and 5 A.M. In the dark I found the chapel and prayed.

How much reason to say thanks, how much reason to pray that God will turn my heart to him and set me free by his love. Seven months: The only feeling I have is that it will be too short, too temporary, too experimental. But today is Pentecost, and Christmas is far away.

Back in my “cell” I unpacked my suitcase and was surprised by the collection of books I had decided to take with me: A Spanish Bible, the works of Saint John of the Cross, a history of the United States, a book about common weeds, and the novel, Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance. Maybe this selection is the expression of my unconscious fear that I might get bored in a Trappist monastery.

Monday, 3

I met Brother Elias, a hermit of the Abbey. Brother Christian, the cook with whom I had developed a friendship during an earlier visit, showed me the way through the woods and introduced me to this remarkable man. During the twenty minutes we talked, Elias told me practically everything I needed to hear. He told me how the changes in the often rough climate were good—“goo-o-o-d,” he said—because they deepened his longing for God. As the storms made him wish for gentle winds, the clouds for the sun, dryness for rains, so his heart learned to yearn for God and take nothing for granted. “What is so good about this part of the country,” he said, “is that it makes you realize that all good things are gifts of God—when the sun is always shining you forget that it is God’s gift, and you don’t pay attention any more.” While he said this, his small round bearded face with happy eyes seemed to become transparent.

His directness and simplicity were beautiful. While speaking about his love for the Lord, he said, “When I get excited about the Lord, my temptation is to go out and tell everyone about him—but that I shouldn’t do—I should stay here and pray.” Looking me right in the face with his great eyes he added, “Don’t worry about how to speak about the Lord. When you allow him to enter into your heart, he will give you words.”

I needed to hear this because I still was worrying about lack of time for study and reading and about courses after this time was over. Was it really wise to interrupt my work for this simple life? How would it help me to be a better teacher? I knew these were the wrong questions. I knew that theology needed to be born out of prayer, but Brother Elias had to say it again so I would not forget it.

We also talked about Thomas Merton. Elias was able to criticize him in the form of a compliment. “He was a good writer—his books are very good—the little bit of solitude he had, he talked about very well.” I knew how right he was. Merton’s deep desire for solitude had been in constant tension with his gregarious personality. There were always many people around him, if not physically then through mail and books. And he loved it But until the last days of his life he kept dreaming about a hermitage where he could be alone with God. During his travels through India he wrote about a possible hermitage in Alaska. The tension between his great desire for solitude and his deep compassion for so many people made Merton the writer he was, and Brother Elias knew it.

Brother Elias showed us his few vegetable plants and explained that he did not need drinking water since there was enough of it in the vegetables he ate. I asked about his discipline. He said, “I rise at 2 A.M., do the exercises of the Canadian Army to build my muscles up, and then I do Yoga.” During the night hours he prays and takes care of his different needs—small needs but real ones—clothes, food, and the maintenance of his little hut Early in the morning he leaves the hermitage and goes to his carpentry shop to make furniture for the new church. In the afternoon he studies and meditates. Around 7 P.M. he goes to bed to be ready for a fresh start the next day.

We looked around his little hermitage. A single room with one corner sectioned off as a little chapel. Two tables with books, a bed hooked up against the wall, and a small mat for his Yoga. He showed it with joy. He asked my blessing, said how happy he was to meet me, and kept waving good-bye while we walked away.

Tuesday, 4

Today was “hermit day,” which means that you are free from 6 A.M. to 4:30 P.M. to do what you want. It was a good day for me. I slept most of the morning after a walk through the humid fields. My sleep was deep and heavy, as it has been since I came here. I seem to have many “double dreams.” Dreams about dreaming, dreams about waking up, dreams about sleeping in, etc.—I must be very tired, but I seem to be catching up. Nothing unexpected.

The continuous silence is a real healing experience for me. The monks mostly communicate in sign language. Only when the subject gets too complicated for their fingers do they invite each other to the rooms that are reserved for necessary conversation.

It was fun making my own lunch. I burned my thumb while trying to bring some water to a boil. John Eudes, noticing my attempts to remain silent with a hurting hand, told me to stick my finger in the butter which I did. The pain was soon gone.

Wednesday, 5

After Lauds—the communal morning prayer at 5 A.M.—Brother Anthony put me to work in the bakery on the “hot-bread line.” With baseball-like gloves, I picked up the hot bread—first brown bread, then white bread, then raisin bread—and put them on racks to be pushed away to the “cooling room” The good-natured Brother Christian did the same, and he always makes things look easier. When I saw the hundreds of loaves move in my direction I panicked. But Brother Christian smiled and took a few of “my loaves” when he noticed that I could not keep up.

Meanwhile, I meditated on the sentence “With sweat on your brow shall you eat your bread” (Gen. 3:19). Bread and sweat had never been closer together in my life.

Had a good talk with John Eudes. I told him how I had enjoyed my stay so far, how much I liked the community, and how the whole experience seemed a luxury. He not only didn’t deny it but said that the sole idea of the monastic life was that of creating a life-long vacation! “You can’t do that on your own, so we form communities and we experience all of life as a gift of God—that is why praise is so central—praise for God’s gifts.” I said cautiously that maybe I would feel differently after a few months and that there might be more tensions than I had foreseen, but he said, “No, no—you’ll like it more, the longer you are here. The Cistercians always considered the monastery as a little paradise on earth. Read St Bernard.” I frankly had not expected so much affirmation of my good feelings but was the more grateful for it. The rest of the time we talked about books on the spirituality of the desert fathers (Hesychasm). John Eudes will be a good guide for the study of this tradition. He gave very helpful suggestions. We went to the library and selected a few books to start with.

Thursday, 6

This has been a workman’s day. I worked at the hot-bread line with Brother James, the postulant, who sits in choir in such a devout way that you think that any moment his head will fall off. A fine man. Son of a dairy farmer in Rochester. During the break between the brown and the white bread, he told me that his father no longer worked the farm but wanted one of his sons to take over. James did it for a while, then entered the Trappists four months ago. Now one of his brothers is giving it a try. He said he had enough brothers to try it out, but nobody seemed ready yet to buy the farm. When, after two hours’ work, the good-smelling raisin bread came down on the conveyor belt, James turned around, looked at me and said with a big smile, “When I am all through with this I could eat a whole loaf of it.”

This afternoon I worked with Brother Brian, who had left the Oxford community in North Carolina and hoped to stay at the Genesee. We stored a load of timber in the attic of the laundry building. The wood was beautiful finished oak for the floor of the new church.

When I thought I had worked long enough, Anthony asked me to load heavy cement blocks in the pickup truck and unload them at a dumping place in the woods. I made two trips and then stopped. Anthony talked about the job as a small errand. After having made two trips—nearly causing a hernia—I told Anthony that I probably would be ready for the job by Christmas. He smiled.

During the day I often thought about a passage in Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance where Pirsig makes a distinction between ego climbing and selfless climbing. It seems a very important passage for me, worthwhile quoting here. Trying to explain why his eleven-year-old son, Chris, is not enjoying a camping trip to the ridge of a canyon, Pirsig writes: “To the untrained eye ego-climbing and selfless climbing may appear identical. Both kinds of climbers place one foot in front of the other. Both breathe in and out at the same rate. Both stop when tired. Both go forward when rested. But what a difference! The ego-climber is like an instrument that’s out of adjustment. He puts his foot down an instant too soon or too late. He’s likely to miss a beautiful passage of sunlight through the trees. He goes on when the sloppiness of his step shows he’s tired. He rests at odd times. He looks up the trail trying to see what’s ahead even when he knows what’s ahead because he just looked a second before. He goes too fast or too slow for the conditions and when he talks his talk is forever about somewhere else, something else. He’s here but he’s not here. He rejects the here, is unhappy with it, wants to be farther up the trail but when he gets there will be just as unhappy because then the it will be ‘here.’ What he is looking for, what he wants, is all around him, but he doesn’t want that because it is all around him. Every step’s an effort both physically and spiritually because he imagines his goal to be external and distant.”1

Pirsig seems to describe me and my problem. I came to the monastery to learn to live in the presence of God, to taste him here and now, but there is so much “ego-climbing” going on within me. I have so many ideas I want to write about, so many books I want to read, so many skills I want to learn—motorcycle maintenance is now one of them—and so many things I want to say to others now or later, that I do not SEE that God is all around me and that I am always trying to see what is ahead, overlooking him who is so close. From ego climbing to selfless climbing; that seems a good ideal for my retreat. But that is a long way and a high mountain.

Maybe I need to get stuck to learn it. I can’t make selfless climbing an ego-trip! At another place in his book Pirsig writes: “Stuckness shouldn’t be avoided. It’s the psychic predecessor of all real understanding. An egoless acceptance of stuckness is the key to an understanding of all Quality, in mechanical work as in other endeavors.”2 This seems a very important thought. God help me when I get stuck. Until now everything has been so beautiful, so rich, so full of joy. I just want to say, “Thanks.”

I’d better get some sleep now. Two o’clock is still a little early for me!

Friday, 7

Christian made a monastic outfit for me. He took me to the tailor shop, and we had some fun deciding how long the smock should be. I wanted it shorter than he, but we settled on the idea of “short and decent.”

It feels good to wear a habit Smock with attached hood, dark gray trousers, and a leather belt. Now I feel more a part of the community. I received quite a few smiles and remarks in sign language. People seemed to feel good about the “instant monk.” This morning Christian put a note in my locker: “You appear excellent in the monastic habit and are doing very well fitting into the monastic life in general—best wishes for continued success.” That is an encouraging note. Meanwhile, I feel a little bit like an overgrown dwarf from Snow White’s court.

I have been reading the reports about the different abbeys. These reports were discussed in the general chapter in Rome last month. They tell about the life in the Trappist Communities around the world, summarize the problems, and give some suggestions. Since I know a few abbeys, I read the reports on them with special attention. While all eradiated a very sympathetic and overall positive tone, criticism was not avoided. Three aspects keep striking me: the crucial role of the abbot (much of the mood in a contemplative house seems to depend on his leadership); the struggle with poverty (some houses have become quite wealthy, and that remains a threat for the spiritual life); the problem of spiritual reading (spending “free time” well is not as easy as it seems, and the spiritual and intellectual formation needed for that is not always available). There seems to be an overall need for spiritual leadership.

During the afternoon I worked with Brother Brian in Salt Creek looking for granite stones for the new church. No easy task to differentiate between sandstones and granite stones since many stones are covered with lime which makes them all look alike at the start. But slowly I got a feel for it with the diagnostic help of the quiet Brian.

The whole afternoon I was struggling with the old question: Why didn’t I really enjoy the work, and why did I want to go back to my books to read about the spiritual life? Is selecting stones in the creek bed not the best spiritual life possible? Why do I always want to read about the spiritual life and not really live it? Brian was so quiet and content, and I so restless and impatient. I kept saying to myself, “Just relax and enjoy what you are doing.” After a while I felt better, found a few funny-looking stones, joked with Brian about finding gold (and closing the bakery!), and went home with a better feeling.

Saturday, 8

This morning I got my hands into the raisins. Brother Theodore, the “head baker,” asked me to wash forty boxes of raisins. They had to be emptied on a sort of grill. Then the blocks of compressed raisins had to be broken up by hand and pushed gently through the grill. Theodore stood on the other end and checked to see if all was just raisins that came out. He obviously wanted to prevent people from having wood, paper, or stones in their bread.

During the last few days I have become good friends with Father John, one of the pioneering monks who came in 1951 from Gethsemani to lay the foundation of this monastery. Father John is a great lover of nature and a real expert on birds. This morning at 10 A.M. he took me out for what he called my “first lesson in birdwatching.” It ended up being more of a lesson in bird hearing since we saw few birds but heard many. I was very impressed with the discerning ear of Father John. It must be a great joy to be able to walk through the woods recognizing all the sounds and having a dialogue with nature. I didn’t even know the difference between chipmunk talk and bird talk. Well, I’ve a lot to learn about robins, warblers, orioles, and sparrows. Crows and the red-bellied woodpecker (who doesn’t have a red belly but a red cap) were the easiest to recognize. But I also heard the catbird and the peewee. And when we walked home we saw a few chimney swifts playing high in the air. Meanwhile, I was bitten by mosquitoes.

The story of the bakery is worth telling. It all began with Brother Sylvester. Many years ago he started to use his navy experience by baking bread for the monks. He took his old navy recipe and changed it a little. He explained, “Since we were not allowed to eat butter on our bread, I tried to bake a kind of bread on which you don’t need it. The guests who came to the monastery made so many good comments that I started to bake a few extra loaves.” Well, soon orders started to come and the monks smelled not only bread but also business. Sylvester got his recipe patented. Some machinery was bought and soon “Monk’s Bread” became a well-known specialty bread in upstate New York. Now three days a week around 15,000 loaves come off the conveyor belts. Sylvester works on the slicing machine and spends the rest of his working time as porter and shoemaker. At times he puts notes on the board such as this one: “I won’t repair shoes any longer when the mud hasn’t been taken off before they are brought to me!” Sylvester is a real monk and very humble. He also takes no nonsense.

I’d better start thinking a little more about my attitude toward work. If I
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