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Storyteller Norris has monk’s eye for the sacred

By Alicia von Stamwitz

Kathleen Norris is a poet, sto-
ryteller, preacher and essayist
with a monk’s eye for the sacred.
Many readers first encountered
her spellbinding prose in The
Cloister Walk, a memoir of her
nine-month stay at St. John's
Abbey in Collegeville, Minn. She
is a Protestant Chnistian — the
direct descendent fiery pioneer
preachers — but she credits the
Benedictines with anchoring and
deepening her spiritual life. In
1986, she became a Benedictine
Oblate at Assumption Abbey in
North Dakota, sealing her associa-
tion with the Catholic community.

These days Norris lives in
Honolulu, Hawaii, but she travels
to the mainland each year to give
lectures and promote her books:
most recently, Acedia & Me: A
Marriage, Monks, and a Writer's
Life. The interview took place at
St. John's Abbey in Minnesota.

Q: You once said, “Fear is not
a bad place to start a spiritual
journey.” What did you mean
by that?

I was talking about the biblical
phrase “fear of God,” because that
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Among Kathleen Norris’s books is Acedia

not necessarily a negative fear. It
might be a sense of wonder, it
might be just a sense of discom-
fort — and that probably is a
healthy thing because it's going to
lead you to someplace new.

Q: Would that differ from
the desert experience — the
more traditional metaphor for
discomfort on the spiritual jour-
ney?

I think so, because the desert
experience is a particular place that
we all get to at some point. You're
not talking about comfort zones at
that point. You're talking about
real loss and grief and serious dep-
rivations, whether theyre physical,
emotional or spiritual. It could be
the death of a child or the loss of a
Job. It’s usually something major
that really unhinges you. And
that’s one of the strengths of the
whole Christian church — that it
can be a place to go during that
experience. It provides a commu-
nity of people who can share that
experience with you.

Q: You’ve written about the
importance of community, par-
ticularly when you were a care-
giver for members of your fami-
ly. Is that when you con-
nected with the Bene-
dictine community most
deeply?

No, I actually wasn’t
caregiving when 1 first

they're gone, that’s it. So looking
back on this — about 15 years of
caregiving — I think this was the
best time in the world. I have so
many good memo-
ries of my father and
my husband and my
mother, just smiles
and laughter and lit-
tle things that we did
together.

Q: You do quite
a bit of public
speaking these
days. What do you
most enjoy talking
about?

Well, it’s two
things, I'd say. The
first is sharing poetry
with people, espe-
cially audiences that
don’t think they will
enjoy poetry because
of the way it’s been taught to them

awful. But what really struck me
is that here's someone who comes
from, as she described it, a “white
European background,” which

thing 1 can imagine. Obviously,
you’re going to have to try to heal
from that first, however you can.
But, Ismd in terms of the bnblncnl
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means Western Christianity, and

or wh r. This i a group
of North Dakota state legislators
once, and also my favourite audi-
ence was at a bull sale in North
Dakota.

The other thing, especially with
Christian audiences, is talking
about ancient concepts that we've
lost sight of, like acedia, the topic
of my latest book. It’s really fun to
share some of that ancient litera-
ture because it's much more acces-
sible than contemporary theolo-
gians, and it’s powerful stuff. Like

My husband and my par-
ents were all in pretty good
health thén. T was on 4 reli-
gious search of some kind,
but I wasn’t sure if I was
even a Christian and all of
that. Then I discovered this
tradition of communal
prayer, daily psalm read-
ings and monastic spiritu-
ality, and I think it’s one of
God’s gifts to me. I was
pretty well grounded in it
by the time I really needed
it, when my husband in
particular was getting very
frail and my parents were
in their last years of life.

and Me — part memoir and part medita-

tion on acedia, a debilitating condition of

the soul.

is so misunderstood. When trendy
atheist people say, “Fear is bad,” 1
say, “Well, not really.” The an-
cient concept of fear isn't like the
fear from a horror movie. It’s a
much healthier concept of a prop-
er sense of awe and wonder at the
universe. God’s power is part of it,
beauty is part of it.

I think fear can be described as
anything that takes you out of
your comfort zone. It is often a
place where you're going to begin
the spmtual Joumcy because

Q: Somebody reading
this interview may be in
that role right now, care-
giving, and feel burdened by it.
What did you learn from your
experience?

Well, first of all, caregiving real-
ly is a burden. When you're care-
giving for someone who's terminal-
ly ill or an aging person, it can get
depressing. The last year of my hus-
band’s life, the first task I had every
moming was to clean the commode
by the bed — a nice smelly chore
— but I just got so that I was indif-
ferent to it. It was a sign my hus-
band was still alive, he was still

is g you. It’s
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i . It really wasn’t a nega-
tive thing. When you can get to that
state, I think that’s healthy.

But the main thing I learned
with my husband and both of my
parents is that as burdensome as
all of this is, this is really precious
time too. The people I feel the sor-
riest for are the people who say,
“Well, I want to this

John Chr ; his name means
“golden mouth.” He's very con-
crete and vivid. He once wrote,
“You’re having your maids collect
your excrement in silver basins
while a man made in the image of
God is freezing to death on the
street!” You hear that and you go,
Boom. Yeah. He got in trouble
with the empress and got exiled
from Constantinople, because in
fact those words probably were
directed at her. She had a nice sil-
ver bowl for her poop.

Q: So you’re saying even
ordinary Christians would find
these writings interesting and
relevant?

Yes. In fact, a while ago, I

how this is nothing to her.
It’s “no tradition.”

One time, I read a passage
from Gregory of Nyssa to some
very skeptical people; he has this
passage that sounds almost identi-
cal to Chief Joseph of the Nez
Percez. After I read it, the people
said, “Oh, what Indian chief said
that?” and 1 said, “Well, it wasn't
an Indian chief, actually. It was St.
Gregory in the fourth century.
Nyah nyah.” 1 was giving them a
hard time, but I wanted to point
out that this wisdom is in the
Christian tradition too.

I think of that carly literature
and the monastic tradition as kind
of an underground stream. It’s al-
ways been there, but it hasn’t been
the main emphasis in the West.
Even when you look at someone
later, like Thomas Aquinas; 1
mean, he wrote all of that very
analytical philosophy, but he also
wrote mystical poetry and hymns
that are still sung today. And of
course in the Middle Ages nobody
thought that was a contradiction
— you could be a scholastic
philosopher and a mystical poet.

Q: In your early writings,
you mention going through a

you can broad
that. T explained that I've started
to do this myself now that my par-
ents are gone. If I'm out in public
and T help a senior citizen with
something, even giving him a seat
on the bus, whatever — I'm hon-
ouring my father and mother by
honouring the older generation.

If you've been abused, you
have to deal with that wound, but
at the same time you can honour
the elders among us. That is a good
thing to do, and it fulfils the com-
mandment. It isn't just your father
or your mother: it's a whole gener-
ation that you want to honour and
help. Sometimes the smiles or the
little comments you get from some
of these strangers that you've
helped in some way — the grati-
tude and the little conversations
you can have with these total
strangers — are pure blessing.
They're just wonderful and they
can help, especially if you are heal-
ing up from something really bad.

That’s one of the reasons the
psalms are so great t00, because
they talk about personal betrayal,
they talk about so many of the
things we do to each other. The
Bible is full of the bad things that
we do to each other, and some
people say, “Oh, we don’t want to
read that depressing stuff,” and I
think, Well, wait a minute. It just
reflects human nature, it reflects
reality — human reality.

In a monastic community.
they're reciting the psalms over
and over again, lamenting psalms,
and psalms that are just bursting
with joy. You can find everything
in there, and it can be a real com-
fort. When you're feeling down,
you can read one of those psalms
that reflects your mood, and it can
be good. And if you're feeling up
when you read a lamenting psalm,
then you can pray it for someone
else, someone you know who is
lamenting, because there always
is someone in the world who is
grieving or lamenting.
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person as they were. I don’t want
to visit them in the nursing home
setting.” And I think, You're miss-
ing out on so much good time, and
you can't get it back because once
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