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The new monasticism: missional aspects 

Abstract 
This article explores the origins, development and relevance of a new religious movement now 
known as the New Monasticism. Its monastic roots are traced through Anabaptist and ecumenical 
manifestations of intentional community, culminating in the Twelve Marks – a manifesto for the 
new monastic ‘community of communities.’ The implications of this movement are then discussed, 
both for the West and for South Africa. 

Intro 
The restoration of the church will surely come from a new kind of monasticism, which will have 
nothing in common with the old but a life of uncompromising adherence to the Sermon on the 
Mount in imitation of Christ. I believe the time has come to rally people together for this.1 

– Dietrich Bonhoeffer 
 
Bonhoeffer’s assertion, articulated in a letter to his agnostic brother in 1935, is claimed by many 
new monastics2 today as prescient regarding the need for fresh expressions of an ancient tradition. 
In her introduction to a recent book about a contemporary Baptist monastery in Australia, for 
example, Phyllis Tickle writes: ‘What Bonhoeffer, now famously, said in that letter was to prove 
both prophetic and affirming to that which it predicted … within twenty-five years of his own  
martyrdom at the hands of the Nazis, a new monasticism was aborning all over western 
Christendom.’3 
 
Whether Bonhoeffer’s statement can be considered as a departure point for the movement or not has 
been examined elsewhere.4 What concerns us here is the relevance of the new monasticism beyond 
the West. For it is in the context of religious vitality, not of declining church influence, that we ask 
what an alternative monasticism has to offer. In rapidly secularising South Africa, the question is all 
the more pertinent. Here, the church has to learn ‘how to be the ‘church for others’ in a post-
Constantinian, multi-faith context where the privileges of dominance are fading’5. 
 
How can a new monasticism help the church? Early monasticism was, after all, a move away from 
moral decline. Now, in the midst of a fairly uncritical alliance between church and state, a widening 
gap between rich and poor, unremitting crime statistics and a warming climate, we might well heed 
the assessment of philosopher Alasdair MacIntyre: 
 

What matters at this stage is the construction of local forms of community within which 
civility and the intellectual and moral life can be sustained through the new dark ages which 
are already upon us. And if the tradition of the virtues was able to survive the horrors of the 
last dark ages, we are not entirely without grounds for hope. This time, however, the 
barbarians are not waiting beyond the frontiers; they have already been among us for quite 

                                                 
1 Bethge, E. 2000. Dietrich Bonhoeffer: a biography. (Revised and edited by Victoria Barnett.) Minneapolis: Fortress 
Press, 462. 
2 The term preferred in new monastic literature to the more conventional ‘monks’ and ‘nuns.’ 
3 Dekar, P.R. 2008. Community of the transfiguration: the journey of a new monastic community. Eugene, Oregon: 
Cascade Books, ix. 
4 Brook, C.I. 2009. Bonhoeffer and the new monasticism. Unpublished thesis. Pietermaritzburg: UKZN. This article is 
based largely on aspects of that thesis. 
5 de Gruchy, J.W. 1997. ‘The reception of Bonhoeffer in South Africa’ in Bonhoeffer for a new day: theology in a time 
of transition. Grand Rapids, Michigan: Eerdmans, 364. 
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some time. And it is our lack of consciousness of this that constitutes part of our 
predicament. We are waiting not for Godot, but for another – doubtless very different – St. 
Benedict.6 

 
The importance of MacIntyre’s book After Virtue for our study lies in its recognition of that  
moment in Western society long ago when ‘men and women of good will turned aside from the task  
of shoring up the Roman imperium and ceased to identify the continuation of civility and moral  
community with the maintenance of that imperium.’ 7 A key issue in this study is thus the church’s  
relationship with the imperium or state – or, as new monastics put it, ‘Empire’. 
 
For new monastic communities, ‘relocation to the abandoned places of Empire’ is a basic tenet of 
self-understanding. That notion may not be difficult to appreciate in post-modern America, but it 
might mean something quite different in post-colonial Africa or secular South Africa. MacIntyre’s 
analysis of moral discourse shows that the development of virtue cannot be divorced from its 
communal context. 
 
‘A mission to the West must be counter-cultural, though not in an escapist way…’ surmised David  
Bosch, shortly before his death. ‘I believe that we have to communicate an alternative culture to our  
contemporaries. Part of our mission will be to challenge the hedonism around us, inculcating  
something of the spirit of being ‘resident aliens’ in the world.’8 
 
This quote refers to a title by Stanley Hauerwas and William Willimon, Resident Aliens9, in which 
churches are challenged to develop Christian life and community rather than trying to reform  
secular culture (cf. shoring up the imperium). For Hauerwas, there can be no Christian theology and 
no Christian ethics without the church.’10 This may help explain why the new monastic movement, 
while arguably anti-establishment, is not anti-church. As Wilson-Hartgrove indicates, 
 

The ‘new’ in new monasticism is closely tied to the ‘new’ of new creation. The new 
monasticism may be distinguished from the Christian communitarian movements of the 
[19]60’s and [19]70’s in that it is self-consciously committed to the church (not rejecting it) 
and tied to tradition (not ‘new’ in the sense of novel).11 

 
In 2006, new monastic Shane Claiborne was asked in a newspaper interview: ‘Aren’t you  
copying what the newly converted hippies did in the 1970s when they formed Christian communes  
across the country?’ He replied: 
 

What’s unique about our communities today is that we don’t see ourselves as an  
underground church or detaching ourselves from the larger congregations. Actually, we’re  
really integrated in our neighbourhood. Folks identify us as a monastic movement because  
they see us as a renewal connected to the larger body, not in schism from it … Our  
embarrassment and frustration with the church is the very reason we engage, not  
disengage.12 

                                                 
6 MacIntyre, A. 1981. After virtue: a study in moral theory. Notre Dame, Indiana: University of Notre Dame Press, 245. 
7 ibid., 244. 
8 Bosch, D.J. 1995. Believing in the future: toward a missiology of western culture. Harrisburg, Pennsylvania: Trinity 
Press International, 56f. 
9 Hauerwas, S. and Willimon, W.H. 1989. Resident aliens: life in the Christian colony. Nashville: Abingdon Press. 
10 Richardson, N. ‘Sanctorum Communio  in a time of reconstruction? Theological pointers for the church in South 
Africa’ in Journal of Theology for South Africa 127 (March 2007), 109. 
11 Wilson-Hartgrove, J. Report on new monasticism gathering: the unveiling of a contemporary school for conversion. 
Unpublished report in my possession, dated 25 June 2004, 18. 
12 Duin, J. 2006. ‘Modern ‘monastery’’ in The Washington Times. Interview with Shane Claiborne, published 14  
December 2006. Internet article at http://www.washingtontimes.com/news/2006/dec/13/20061213-114735-8806r/, link  
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‘New’ monasticism, of course, may technically describe any development within the monastic  
tradition; for example, the Cluniac reforms of the tenth and eleventh centuries. It is in its modern  
sense, however, that the term is used: that is, contemporary intentional communities13 drawing on  
classic monastic tradition. They are novel enough that little has been written about them – hardly  
surprising for a movement still in the early stages of being analysed. Few self-consciously ‘new  
monastic’ communities are more than twenty years old. 
 
On the other hand, inasmuch as we are engaging a renewed monasticism (that is, a movement  
within Christianity) this enquiry cannot technically be described as contributing to the study of  
‘new’ religious movements (NRMs) – monasticism is, of course, an ancient tradition. Or has new  
monasticism generated enough independent momentum to be regarded as such? According to  
Encyclopaedia Britannica, NRMs are ‘new’ because 
 

they offer innovative religious responses to the conditions of the modern world, despite the  
fact that most NRMs represent themselves as rooted in ancient traditions. NRMs are also  
usually regarded as ‘countercultural’: that is, they are perceived (by others and by  
themselves) to be alternatives to the mainstream religions of Western society, especially  
Christianity in its normative forms.14 
 

As we shall see, this definition accurately describes the new monasticism. 

The new monasticism 
In the sections that follow, it will become increasingly apparent in what ways the new monasticism 
differs from the old. Rather than attempting to locate the contemporary movement within the stream 
of historic intentional community, we will pay attention to three twentieth-century ecumenical 
communities that signal both continuity and discontinuity with classical monasticism. The ‘twelve 
marks’ that define new monasticism will then be considered. 
 

1. PROTESTANT ANTECEDENTS 
Since the time of Luther, Protestantism has been noted for its repudiation of classical 
monasticism. Yet, in the centuries following the Reformation, the impulse towards 
intentional community – and even monastic community – has not infrequently been evident 
in various ecclesial movements. The Anabaptists, for example, endeavoured fully 
 
 to live up to the ethical demands of the Sermon on the Mount. The Catholic way of 
 striving for Christian perfection was that of the monastery, communities of celibates 
 apart from the world. The Anabaptists were akin to monks in seeking perfection in 
 communities separate from the world, but, unlike the monks, they married.15 
 
The Anabaptist view of the church as ‘a visible fellowship of obedient disciples, exhibiting 
the way of suffering love’16 was markedly different from that of the Reformers. Anabaptists 

                                                                                                                                                                  
verified 13 November 2009. 
13 Due to its multitudinous form ‘intentional community’ is not simply defined, though a few common features are  
readily apparent: it a) is residential, b) is planned, c) has some kind of common vision – whether religious, ecological,  
etc. One popular definition reads: An ‘intentional community’ is a group of people who have chosen to live together  
with a common purpose, working cooperatively to create a lifestyle that reflects their shared core values. The people  
may live together on a piece of rural land, in a suburban home, or in an urban neighborhood, and they may share a  
single residence or live in a cluster of dwellings. http://wiki.ic.org/wiki/Intentional_Communities, link verified 21  
November 2009 
14 http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/1007307/New-Religious-Movement, link verified 30 October 2009 
15 Latourette, K.S. 1953. A history of Christianity. New York: Harper & Brothers, 779. 
16 Loewen, H.J.L. 1988. ‘Anabaptist theology’ in New dictionary of theology. (Eds. Ferguson, S.B. and Wright, D.F.)  



 4 

saw the church variously ‘as congregation, as inner spiritual reality, as intentional 
community and as kingdom of God. However, at the centre was the idea of the church as a 
believers’ fellowship (Gemeinde) versus the church as a state church (Volkskirche).’17 
Mennonite theology stresses themes ‘often omitted in the historic creeds and confessions, 
especially Christ’s way of suffering love, the life of Christian discipleship and obedience, 
and the nature of the believers’ church as separated from the world.’18 
 
Monastic elements may be found in another branch of the Anabaptists, the Hutterites, who 
practised community of goods. In their membership ceremony, ‘the novice would have one 
last look at all the possessions she or he had brought to community. The material goods 
were placed on one side of the room, and the community members on the other. One last 
look – a final choice.’19 Kenneth Scott Latourette sees in these Anabaptist groups 
 
 manifestations of a continuing strain in Christianity which had been present from the 
 very beginning and which before and since the Reformation has expressed itself in 
 many forms. It was seen in the Christians of the first century who, impressed by the 
 wickedness of the world, sought so far as possible to withdraw from it and live in it 
 as distinct communities but not to be of it.20 
 
Intentional community was important to Count von Zinzendorf who, together with some 
Moravian refugees, founded the village of Herrnhut on his land and became bishop of its 
church. His Pietist zeal was instrumental in sending missionaries from Herrnhut overseas, 
including Pennsylvania where the Moravians began a colony led by August Spangenberg. 
 
It was this group and its leader whom John Wesley encountered in 1735, whose inner 
assurance was so crucial to his own awakening. After his heart was ‘strangely warmed’ in 
1738, he went to Germany to meet von Zinzendorf and spend a few days at Herrnhut. Here 
he learned some of the methods that he later introduced in Methodism. For example, ‘after 
the Moravian pattern, the societies were at first divided into ‘bands’ to aid their members in 
the nourishment of the Christian life.’21 Wilson-Hartgrove points out that present-day 
United Methodists ‘have come to understand that Methodism itself consists of many 
‘monastic’ practices that arose in England during a time when monasticism was officially 
illegal. Wesley’s class system and cell groups, then, can be read as monastic disciplines.’22 
 

2. ECUMENICAL ‘PROTO’ COMMUNITIES 
The Protestant antecedents of intentional community are mentioned above simply by way of 
background to the modern, ecumenical monastic communities we examine in this section. In 
his book Community of the Transfiguration, Paul Dekar notes ‘three signs that we are in a 
period of renewed monastic spirituality.’23 These are, firstly, the growth of lay associations 
permeating the barrier separating monastery from world. Regarding monasticism as a ‘yes’ 
to the world, Thomas Merton saw the importance of contemplation for ordinary people: 
 

                                                                                                                                                                  
Leicester: Inter-Varsity Press, 18. 
17 ibid. 
18 Loewen, H.J.L. 1988. ‘Mennonite theology’ in New dictionary of theology. Ed. Ferguson, S.B. and Wright, D.F.  
Leicester: Inter-Varsity Press, 42. 
19 Janzen, D. 2005. ‘Mark 6: intentional formation in the way of Christ and the rule of the community along the lines of  
the old novitiate’ in School(s) for conversion: 12 marks of a new monasticism. (Ed. Rutba House) Eugene, Oregon:  
Cascade Books, 92. 
20 Latourette, A history of Christianity, 786. 
21 ibid., 1026. 
22 Footnote in Wilson-Hartgrove, Report on new monasticism gathering, 2. 
23 Dekar, Community of the transfiguration, 16. 



 5 

 The most significant development of the contemplative life ‘in the world’ is the 
 growth of small groups of men and women who live in every way like the laypeople 
 around them, except for the fact that they are dedicated to God and focus all their life 
 of work and poverty upon a contemplative centre.24 
 
This phenomenon can be observed in the rising number of oblates, lay people (single or 
married) who seek to live by a Rule in association with a specific monastic community: for 
example, a Franciscan associated with a Cistercian monastery.25 At the 2004 New 
Monasticism gathering (referred to below), it was evident that significant parallels exist 
between Lay, and the New, monasticism. 
 
 Though apparently dominated by those of Protestant background, a number of those 
 from the Catholic tradition noted the wisdom of the post-Vatican II church in 
 recognizing ‘ecclesial lay movements’ as potential works of the Spirit and have 
 greatly encouraged them as they are left to control and limit themselves. Examples of 
 these ecclesial movements include San Egidio, Communion and Liberation, Focolare, 
 the Charismatic movement and the Neo-Catechumenate.26 
 
Another sign, writes Dekar, is the vigour of Protestant monasticism. Notwithstanding the 
Reformers’ antipathy, some Protestants do not see faith and monasticism as mutually 
exclusive. While maintaining their Reformed convictions, these people are attracted to a 
Catholic-type spirituality. As Michael Green observes: 
 
 What I mean is much more far-reaching … than the Roman Catholics. I mean the 
 renewed interest in liturgy: alternative prayer books, the influence of Taizé, the 
 rediscovery of the Eucharist as the central and main service on a Sunday, and the 
 astonishing hunger for retreats. I mean, too, the steady move towards a Catholic form 
 of spirituality among large numbers of Christians who began their pilgrimage as 
 Evangelicals.27 
 
Dekar’s third sign is the emergence of the new monasticism, the subject of our next section. 
Before we turn there, let us explore three examples of intentional communities that have 
functioned as ‘proto’ communities to that movement. 
 

a. Iona, Scotland 
In the sixth century CE, Columba founded a Celtic monastery on the small island of 
Iona off Scotland’s west coast. This site became the base of his evangelistic outreach 
to the Picts. Abandoned in the ninth century, a convent and Benedictine abbey were 
built there in the thirteenth, but the monastery was destroyed during the Reformation.  
 
In 1938 George McLeod, a minister of the Church of Scotland, founded the Iona 
Community. His idea was to rebuild the Iona abbey using ministers, students and 
unemployed labourers. Many people were attracted to this project and, over time, an 
ecumenical community formed under the auspices of the Church of Scotland. The 
community has ‘a house in Glasgow; two centres on Iona, where people could meet 
for prayer, common meals, and discussion; and Camas, a summer camp for young 

                                                 
24 Merton, T. 2003. The inner experience. Ed. W.H. Shannon. San Francisco: Harper, 142. Quoted in Dekar,  
Community of the Transfiguration, 17. 
25 Cf. James, M. 2008. The history and spirituality of the lay Dominicans in South Africa, 1926-1994. MTh thesis. 
26 Houston Catholic Worker. 2004. ‘The new lay monasticism: schools for conversion’ in Houston Catholic Worker,  
Vol. XXIV, No. 5, September-October. http://www.cjd.org/paper/newmonas.html, link verified 13 November 2009. 
27 Green, M. and Stevens, R.P. 1994. New Testament spirituality. Guildford, Surrey: Eagle, 4. 
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people on the nearby island of Mull.’28 On its website is this description: ‘The Iona 
Community is a dispersed Christian ecumenical community working for peace and 
social justice, rebuilding of community and the renewal of worship.’29 
 
Members are required to adhere to a common Rule, and are concerned with issues 
that were true to the community’s founder, Rev McLeod. These include justice and 
peace, action against racism and poverty, interest in human sexuality, ecumenical 
dialogue and communion. The community has its own ecumenical liturgy, used daily 
in the abbey. 
 
As a pilgrimage site, the ‘sacred island’ of Iona is host to more than one hundred 
thousand visitors each year. Hundreds stay on in various weekly programs; others 
share in the work and worship of the wider community. Dekar reports a core 
membership of around 250, plus thousands of Associates and Friends. All 
community levels are bound by the Rule, which commits one to daily prayer and 
Bible reading, mutual sharing and accountability regarding the use of time and 
money, regular meeting together, action and reflection for justice, peace and the 
integrity of creation. Community leader during the 1980s, Ron Ferguson, reflects: 
 
 The testimony of so many on Iona is that healing comes through living the 
 questions, and not accepting easy answers. Somehow, the Church at large 
 must work at ways of restoring real community to its heart, and intentional 
 communities such as Iona can offer hard-won experience in the quest for 
 such an essential recovery.30 
 
Of interest to the reader would be the dispersed nature of this community, typically 
meeting together more in summer than in winter. While the necessity of commitment 
levels in such an organisation is apparent, community boundaries appear indistinct 
and call into question the issue of identity. 
 

b. Taizé, France and Grandchamp, Switzerland 
Self-described as a ‘parable of community’, Taizé desires its life to be ‘a sign of 
reconciliation between divided Christians and between separated peoples.’31 Its 
members are exhorted never to resign themselves to ‘the scandal of the separation of 
Christians, who also readily confess love for their neighbour, and yet remain divided. 
Be consumed with burning zeal for the unity of the Body of Christ.’32 
 
The community is made up of over one hundred monks from Catholic, Orthodox and 
Protestant backgrounds. Like Iona, Taizé welcomes tens of thousands of pilgrims 
every year, mostly young people. The community was founded by Roger Schütz, 
affectionately known as ‘Brother Roger’, in the French municipality of Taizé during 
WWII. When France was overrun by Germany, Roger purchased a house to serve 
the war-time refugees. While fund-raising in his native Switzerland, the Gestapo 
occupied the house preventing his return until 1944. 
 
In 1949, seven brothers committed themselves to a life following Christ in simplicity, 

                                                 
28 Dekar, Community of the transfiguration, 19. 
29 http://www.iona.org.uk/, link verified 30 October 2009. 
30 Dekar, Community of the transfiguration, 20. 
31 http://www.taize.fr/en_article6525.html, link verified 30 October 2009. 
32 Rule of Taizé quoted in Rakoczy, S. ‘The witness of community life: Bonhoeffer’s Life Together and the Taizé 
community’ in Journal of Theology for South Africa 127 (March 2007), 57. 
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celibacy and community. In 1969, a young Belgian doctor was the first Catholic to 
pledge his life to the community at Taizé. More Catholics and Orthodox brothers 
followed. As a result of their outreaches, fraternities of brothers associated with the 
community have spread around the world, including South Africa. It is the 
community’s appeal to young people that has most captured the imagination. Since 
the 1960s it has become a place of pilgrimage, requiring the building of a new 
church and subsequent expansions. The worship experience is simple, but visually 
and aurally attractive, with singing done in a unique chanting style. 
 
The beginnings of the sisterhood at Grandchamp are found in French-speaking 
Switzerland, where a few women in the Reformed Church were experiencing silent 
meditation. Annual retreats at a house in Grandchamp were organised for this 
purpose, but before the long the need was felt to keep the house open throughout the 
year. 
 
 Through the friendship and support of Anglican, Orthodox and Catholic 
 communities, they rediscovered the stream of monastic life. Thus, they 
 carried within them, from the beginning, a concern for prayer for the unity of 
 the church.’33 
 
In 1952, the first sisters committed themselves for life, adopting the Rule of Taizé 
and its daily Offices as the basis for their life in community and liturgical prayer. 
Today the community numbers about sixty sisters from Protestant backgrounds, 
most of whom live at Grandchamp. Like Iona, or the Taizé fraternities, there are 
other levels of membership: for example, the Servants of Unity are women who live 
consecrated lives in the monastic spirit, but remain in the world. 
 

c. Bose, Italy 
In 1965, Catholic layman Enzo Bianchi established the ecumenical monastic 
community of Bose in Piedmont, north-west Italy. For a couple of years, Enzo had 
been reading Scripture and praying with a small group of Catholic, Baptist and 
Waldensian young adults. ‘They were convinced that they would become the ‘little 
flock’ open to the fulfilment of the Lord’s promises only if they remained poor, 
small, and aware first and foremost of the importance of sharing and listening.’34 
 
Enzo began a monastic life, visiting various intentional communities such as Taizé, 
the Trappists in France, and Orthodox monasteries at Mt. Athos. He was joined, a 
few years later, by four others including a sister from Grandchamp (see above) and a 
Swiss Reformed pastor. Thus, at the outset, we see features that would characterise 
its future existence: accepting both men and women, as well as different Christian 
traditions. The Rule of Bose was accepted in 1971 and the first seven members made 
their monastic profession two years later. Today, the community numbers over 
eighty from five different countries and draws thousands of visitors annually. 

 
In all of these ecumenical communities, each member agrees and adheres to a certain Rule 
of daily life. Regimens may differ from those of more conventional monasteries in order to 
suit a peculiar agenda. To some extent they are hybrid communities, combining a particular 
purpose with the spiritual disciplines of monastic life. To illustrate this point, it is helpful to 
compare the features of two daily regimens side-by-side: 
 

                                                 
33 http://www.grandchamp.org/pages/en/inspired.html, link verified 30 October 2009. 
34 http://www.monasterodibose.it/index.php/content/view/129/116/lang,en/, link verified 30 October 2009. 
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TAIZÉ 35 BOSE36 
04h30  personal lectio divina 
06h00  community prayer 

 

07h00  personal devotions 
08h15  morning prayer 
  breakfast 
10h00  ‘introduction to the day’ 
  reflection / discussions 

08h00  work day begins 

12h20  midday prayer 12h30  community prayer 
  lunch   lunch (in silence) 
14h00  song practice 
  small groups / work 

14h00  work continues 

17h15  tea 17h00  personal devotions 
  theme workshops 18h30  community prayer 
19h00  supper   dinner 
20h30  evening prayer 
  vigil with songs 
  silence 

20h00  silence 

 
Immediately noticeable in the programme of Taizé is its relaxed, laid-back agenda. This is  
because, like Iona, it is a favourite ‘pilgrimage site’ of young people. The schedule is 
therefore tailored to suit a life-style as yet unfamiliar to a disciplined personal regimen. 
Depending on how long pilgrims wish to stay, there are various programmes to suit different 
ages. The one listed here is for designed for young adults. All programmes are centred, 
however, around the three times for prayer. 
 
The liturgy at Bose is based on the Latin tradition. After this fashion, the entire Psalter is  
sung through in two weeks, the Old Testament read through in three years, and the four  
Gospels in one year. Personal lectio divina is based on a passage agreed upon by the 
community: ‘listening to the Word is the only authentic source of communion.’37 Like Taizé, 
its members do not accept gifts or donations but work professionally within or outside of the 
community. The latter instance entails teaching and hospital work in the nearby village. 
 

Through their work brothers and sisters serve both the community and the local  
churches, which often feel the need to walk for a while with the community on its  
way, seeking together with the community a deeper understanding of biblical and  
spiritual issues.38 

 
Here we see, in these intentional communities, how the monastic desire to leave the world  
leads to silence and solitude – and how it is precisely that quiet space which enables an  
authentic engagement with the world. 
 

3. THE ‘TWELVE MARKS’ 
In our introduction, we referred to Alasdair MacIntyre’s conclusion regarding the moral 
state of Western culture: that for civilisation to survive the ‘dark ages’ already at hand, 
Christians need to construct local forms of community that can uphold the tradition of the 
virtues. Hence that author’s hope for another St. Benedict. 

                                                 
35 http://www.taize.fr/en_article5337.html, link verified 30 October 2009. 
36 http://www.monasterodibose.it/index.php/content/view/148/125/1/0/lang,en/, link verified 30 October 2009. 
37 http://www.monasterodibose.it/index.php/content/view/148/125/1/0/lang,en/, link verified 30 October 2009. 
38 http://www.monasterodibose.it/index.php/content/view/148/125/1/0/lang,en/, link verified 30 October 2009. 
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The moral crisis is due to the fragmentation of a previous, Aristotelian teleology that was 
discredited in the Enlightenment. However, no satisfactory alternative to the moral 
vindication of the virtues has been found, prompting Nietzsche to repudiate all inherited 
structures of moral belief and argument – exceptional people should follow their own ‘inner 
law’. But Nietzschean man (sic), as MacIntyre points out, is no social animal! 
 
 To cut oneself off from shared activity in which one has initially to learn obediently 
 as an apprentice learns, to isolate oneself from the communities which find their 
 point and purpose in such activities, will be to debar oneself from finding any good 
 outside of oneself. It will be to condemn oneself to that moral solipsism which 
 constitutes Nietzschean greatness.39 
 
In the final analysis, the Nietzschean stance is merely another facet of liberal individualism 
– the antithesis of Aristotelian tradition. These are, according to MacIntyre, the two basic 
moral perspectives. 
 
In 1997, Jonathan Wilson’s book Living faithfully in a fragmented world40 drew lessons for 
the North American church from MacIntyre’s work. These include the fragmentation of 
culture, the failure of the Enlightenment project, the pivotal moment: Nietzsche or Aristotle, 
and the recovery of tradition. To sustain faithful witness, Wilson opined, a new movement 
would require: 
 
 a desire to heal the fragmentation of our lives in North American culture; a way for 
 the whole people of God; discipline; and practices and virtues by which an 
 undisciplined, unfaithful church might recover the discipline and faithfulness 
 necessary to realise its mission in the world.41 
 
Waiting for another ‘St. Benedict’, Wilson reasoned, is a call for a new monasticism. Seven 
years later he wrote the introduction to School(s) for Conversion, a remarkable document 
incorporating the fruit of a critical discussion concerning the construction of ‘local forms of 
community’. This gathering, which some believe ‘officially marks the birth of the new 
monasticism,’42 lasted several days and was convened by Wilson’s son-in-law, Jonathan 
Wilson-Hartgrove. It took place in June 2004 at Rutba House43 in Durham, North Carolina, 
and was occasioned thus: 
 
 I and my community at the Rutba House called together a group of Catholics, 
 Anabaptists, Mainliners, and evangelicals to discuss ways in which their lives could 
 be understood as a neo-monastic movement. We did not give them definite 
 guidelines about what to discuss, but rather presented them with the challenges that 
 face the church and world today: economic, political, social, sexual, and ecological.44 
 
Why a new monasticism? At the meeting, Wilson outlined some the questions he grappled 
with in Living faithfully in a fragmented world, including: what does the new monasticism 
add to renewal movements that already exist in the church? What are the forms in which the 

                                                 
39 MacIntyre, After Virtue, 240. 
40 Wilson, J. 1998. Living faithfully in a fragmented world. Harrisburg, Pennsylvania: Trinity Press International. 
41 Dekar, Community of the transfiguration, 4. 
42 Moll, R. 2005. ‘The new monasticism’ in Christianity Today, Vol. 49. No. 9 (September 2005), 2.  
http://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2005/september/16.38.html Link verified 13 November 2009. 
43 Rutba House is a new monastic community located in an economically depressed quarter of Durham city. 
44 Wilson-Hartgrove, Report on new monasticism gathering, 1. 
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new monasticism is taking shape? What is the new monasticism’s relationship to the rest of 
the church? 
 
In partial response, Wilson’s introduction to School(s) for Conversion suggests three 
guiding convictions for the movement’s faithful witness.45 The new monasticism is: 
 
 • historically-situated. That is, shaped by strategic and tactical responses to its 
 particular historical situations. In order to fulfil its telos, Finkenwalde46 was 
 located away from the centre of power (Berlin); by the same token, the Sojourners 
 community had to move to the centre of power (Washington, DC). The historical 
 situation of new monasticism is informed by the influence of Empire. 
 
 • eschatologically directed. ‘Since one of the marks of our cultural moment is the 
 loss of any sense of telos and the consequent reduction of all action to the battle for 
 power over the other, the recovery of teleological thinking and living is one … 
 critical task of the day.’ Living eschatologically resists the temptations intentional 
 communities face to either exist only for themselves, or only for the world. 
 
 • grace dependent. New monasticism is particularly susceptible to the temptation of 
 heroism. ‘Disciplines of grace’ such as mundane tasks and spiritual disciplines resist 
 this temptation by reminding community members of their dependence on each other 
 and on God. In Life Together, Bonhoeffer warned against illusory ideas (the ‘wish 
 dream’) that serious Christians can bring to community.47 
 
Before we come to the outcome of this meeting, it is instructive to mention some of the 
more pertinent points48 made by various speakers – indicative of the motives behind many 
intentional communities. A strong theme running through discussions was recognising the 
difference between contemporary new monasticism and the Christian communitarian 
movements of 1960s and 1970s (referred to above). Thus, Ivan Kauffman from Bridgefolk 
(an ecclesial movement of Catholics and Anabaptists), warned about the 
 
 mistake of the 60’s: naming the sins of racism and sexism without dealing with the 
 evil of individualism. You cannot solve the problem with the problem … Our means 
 and end must be the same. Community can only be borne of community, not of 
 individual’s wish dreams and noble efforts. 
 
Likewise, Michael Cartwright (University of Indianapolis) called for continued conversation 
with the ‘old monasticism’, noting that Parker Palmer’s search for a new movement in the 
1980s had ‘jettisoned the experience and wisdom of the old.’ Specifically, Cartwright 
warned against a commodification of experience that tempts Protestants shaped by 
consumerism – ‘that we might ‘shop for the best of Catholicism’ and then move on to other 
markets.’  
 
Kent McDougal (pastor, Christ Community Church) spoke of a ‘down-sizing movement to 
counter the church-growth movement they had been part of.’ Care must be taken, cautioned 
David Janzen (Reba Place community), that new monasticism not become an idol in the 
sense of being able to ‘save’ Western civilisation. Indeed, submitted Richard Withers, 

                                                 
45 Rutba House, School(s) for conversion, 3ff. 
46 Finkenwalde was the location of the Preacher’s Seminary and intentional community that Bonhoeffer directed from 
1935 to 1937. See Brook, Bonhoeffer and the new monasticism. 
47 Bonhoeffer, D. 1954. Life together. New York: HarperCollins Publishers, 26. 
48 For a comprehensive account of the meeting, see Wilson-Hartgrove, Report on new monasticism gathering, 2ff. 
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monastic life is ‘irrelevant’ if we regard it as a tool to change society; ‘most of the great evil 
that has been done by human beings has been done to ‘save’ the world from evil.’ 
 
Such comments from committed Christians reflect, on the one hand, an intense 
dissatisfaction with the ecclesiastical status quo; on the other hand, a healthy respect for 
church tradition. In this diverse group, then, ‘not unified by a shared theological tradition, or 
denomination, but by the wisdom of a shared legacy, and a vision of a spirituality that can 
shape the Christian life in post-modern society’49, the following characteristics or ‘marks’ of 
a new monasticism were conceived. 
 

a. Relocation to the abandoned places of Empire 
What is ‘Empire’? MacIntyre’s allusion to an earlier time when good people ‘turned 
aside from the task of shoring up the Roman imperium and ceased to identify the 
continuation of civility and moral community with the maintenance of that 
imperium’ is key to a right understanding of this mark. 
 
Politically, as Wilson has pointed out, the shadow of Empire informs the historical 
situation of a new monastic community. Where church and state have colluded, the 
history of monasticism has shown us the movement away from such collusion, rife 
as it is with power and its corruption. Indeed, the category of power has everything 
to do with this mark. New monastic communities seek ‘abandoned’ places not 
because they want to escape social responsibility, but precisely because these spaces 
are marginal to society. The people living there are largely powerless – as a result of 
economic, political, and / or sexual prejudice. 
 
 Relocation expresses conversion and commitment, the decision to resist 
 imperial pressures and the pleasures and rewards of conformity to the way of 
 all empires: pride, power, and the reduction of all values to the ‘bottom 
 line’ … An abandoned place is one that has no attraction for the world of 
 what’s happening now, and therefore is left alone by the political, economic, 
 and social powers that be.50 
 
This first mark thus sets the context for all the marks below. 
 

b. Sharing economic resources with fellow community members and the needy 
among us 
In a yuppie (Young Urban / Upwardly-Mobile Professional) world, the point here is 
what Shane Claiborne from the Simple Way (an anti-profit organisation) calls 
‘downward mobility’. In insulating the rich from the poor, the church acts in many 
respects like a brokerage, a distribution centre ‘where the poor come to get stuff and 
the rich come to dump stuff. Both go away satisfied (the rich feel good, the poor get 
fed), but no one leaves transformed – no new community is formed.’51 
 
Rather than a vow of poverty, therefore, a simple living in love (1 Corinthians 13:3) 
characterises this mark. Love, of course, is key – as the adage goes: ‘when we truly 
discover love, capitalism will not be possible and Marxism will not be necessary.’ 

                                                 
49 Dekar, Community of the transfiguration, 5. 
50 McKenna, M.M. 2005. ‘Mark 1: relocation to abandoned places of empire’ in School(s) for conversion: 12 marks of  
a new monasticism. (Ed. Rutba House) Eugene, Oregon: Cascade Books, 15. 
51 Claiborne, S. 2005. ‘Mark 2: sharing economic resources with fellow community members and the needy among us’  
in School(s) for conversion: 12 marks of a new monasticism. (Ed. Rutba House) Eugene, Oregon: Cascade Books, 29. 
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Rebirth and redistribution go together. 
 

c. Hospitality to the stranger 
As Croatian theologian Miroslav Volf states: ‘God’s reception of hostile humanity 
into divine communion is a model for how human beings should relate to the other.’ 
Tied up in the virtue of hospitality is the identity of the stranger. It is we, of course, 
who once were aliens. 
 
Interestingly, the spiritual ‘gift’ of hospitality is not found among those in 1 
Corinthians 12, but alongside Paul’s exhortations to the Roman church to faithful 
prayer and brotherly love (Romans 12:13). The story of the sheep and goats in 
Matthew 25 makes it clear that hospitality is more expectation than gift: ‘like prayer 
and worship, study and fasting, offering hospitality is a spiritual discipline in which 
we are called – and invited – to learn and grow.’52 
 
 The kingdom of love initiated by Jesus is also the kingdom of love which is 
 most clearly embodied in the Christian obligation to be hospitable. We are a 
 community on principle ready to share our meal with the stranger. Moreover 
 we must be a people who have hospitable selves – we must be ready to be 
 stretched by what we know not.53 
 

d. Lament for racial divisions within the church and our communities combined 
with the active pursuit of a just reconciliation 
Acknowledging that the racial lines separating ethnic-specific churches in North 
America are increasingly fuzzy, Chris Rice still finds cause for lament in a 
segregated Sabbath. As in South Africa, the language of us and them is indicative of 
a spatially divided society. Several observations are pertinent here: 
 
 • the histories and trajectories of schisms, social divisions, and racialisation 
 have become normalised – we no longer question them. 
 • lament thus becomes a practice and task of remembering and grieving well, 
 and prophetic communities that remember well become a sign of hope. 
 • social analysis is still required, however, bringing to light other strata that 
 are themselves cause for lament. 
 • racial division is to be distinguished from cultural diversity, but ‘diversity 
 as an end in itself easily becomes ethnocentrism as an end in itself.’ 
 
Unfortunately, new monastic communities have ‘tried very hard, and largely failed, 
to recruit members of colour.’ Part of the problem is that whites who had come to 
see the end of materialism were willing to mobilise downward, but much African-
American life is on a different trajectory. Thus, when one member at the New 
Monasticism gathering explained the virtue of organic farming, an African-American 
spoke up: ‘That’s all we had growing up, an organic farm!’ 
 
 The truth was, there was a power differential; if things at [the community] 
 fell apart, we whites had major resources and options to fall back on that the 
 black members had not had enough time or social justice to gain – 

                                                 
52 Kenney, M.R. 2005. ‘Mark 3: hospitality to the stranger’ in School(s) for conversion: 12 marks of a new  
monasticism. (Ed. Rutba House) Eugene, Oregon: Cascade Books, 47. 
53 Hauerwas, S. 1983. The peaceable kingdom. Notre Dame, Indiana: University of Notre Dame Press, 91. Quoted in  
Richardson, ‘Sanctorum Communio in a time of reconstruction?’, 114. 
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 educational degrees, financial capital, moneyed family and networks.54 
 
Moving from power, or from the margins, will mean different things to the members 
of an intentional community. We will grapple with this phenomenon below. 
 

e. Humble submission to Christ’s body, the church 
For Paul personal belief and church membership are two sides of the same coin: 
without personal conversion it is impossible to be a Christian, just as it is impossible 
to be a Christian without being part of the church. This is the context of the early 
Christian saying: ‘outside the church there is no salvation’, or Cyprian’s belief that 
‘one cannot have God as a father who doesn’t have the church as a mother.’ 
 
The monastic inclination to separate oneself from the world carries within it the 
poisonous seeds of breaking from the local church. This was the mistake of many 
Christian communitarian movements birthed in the 1960s and 1970s; in their 
aversion to any form of tradition or structure, they rejected the church. It is this mark 
that distinguishes new monasticism from those communities. 
 

f. Intentional formation in the way of Christ and the rule of the community along 
the lines of the old novitiate 
In seeking resources to support and guide the formation of novices (new members), 
it is helpful to consider the ‘old novitiate’. Spiritual formation, of course, has 
precedent in the training of the first disciples in terms of renunciation, obedience, 
and love for one another. The book of Acts records how the earliest believers 
 
 listened daily to the apostles’ teaching, learned a radical manner of 
 hospitality within their new extended family, sold off capital assets to care 
 for the needy, and worked out creative ways to distribute the goods of 
 community so that none would be overlooked.55 
 
Before the cooling off of the faith in the fourth century, the Sermon on the Mount 
was used as a catechism of the ‘Way.’ In the desert and countryside, aspirant 
disciples gathered in communities under Rules that were profoundly formative. 
Benedict’s rule, in particular, has some keen insights regarding novices: 
 
 • ‘test the spirits’ – there need to be processes by which the desire of seekers 
 to join the community can be properly discerned. 
 • spiritual direction – the role of a ‘senior chosen for skill in winning souls’ is 
 crucial to the novitiate. 
 • objections to the community’s rule should be dealt with before taking any 
 vows of membership. 
 • in terms of renunciation, the novitiate forms the community context for 
 personal accountability. It ‘makes discipleship real in a way that individually 
 controlled spirituality remains forever slippery.’56 
 
As David Janzen points out, MacIntyre’s call for another St. Benedict ‘would have 
sounded idolatrous to Benedict who had no intention of saving ‘Western 

                                                 
54 Rice, C. 2005. ‘Mark 4: lament for racial divisions within the church and our communities combined with the active  
pursuit of a just reconciliation’ in School(s) for conversion: 12 marks of a new monasticism. (Ed. Rutba House) Eugene,  
Oregon: Cascade Books, 65. 
55 Janzen, Mark 6, 84. 
56 ibid., 93. 
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Civilisation’ … The new monasticism will have little of value to offer the world if it 
tries to meet the needs of the world as defined by the world.’57 This contention 
agrees with Wilson’s conviction above about the community’s eschatological telos 
and is pertinent to our later discussion concerning relevancy. 
 

g. Nurturing common life among members of intentional community 
 
 If Christians are going to nurture the common life among members of 
 intentional community, they must become self-aware enough to know who 
 they are, what they are about and why they are about it. Only then can they 
 be members of a collective that has enough in common to remain united 
 when the mundane realities of living together in a difficult world threaten to 
 tear them apart.58 
 
The community’s longing for the kingdom is what characterises the wait between its 
inauguration and consummation. We share the meal of communion with each other 
even while praying for justice. That longing shapes our spirituality but is vulnerable 
to various hazards, including obsession (my salvation depends on my ushering in the 
kingdom here and now), desire (when we become takers instead of givers), ecstasy 
(divinising human sexuality), detachment (substituting knowledge about God for 
relationship with God), and despair (melancholia associated with religious ‘failure’). 
If intentional communities are to avoid these pitfalls, common life must be structured 
so as to allow members to ‘experience their longing for the kingdom rightly’. 
 

h. Support for celibate singles alongside monogamous married couples and their 
children 
In contrast to the historical Christian exclusivity of either marriage or celibacy, new 
monasticism is intentional about communities supporting both states of life. Instead 
of endorsing either one or the other, Jesus located both marriage and celibacy in the 
wider context of discipleship. Since there is no law regarding either state, new 
monastic communities can offer invaluable help to disciples trying to discern how to 
live. Jana Bennett suggests several ways in which such support may be given:59 
 
 • accountability – holding people accountable to practicing relationships that 
 are life-giving and Christ-bearing. Needless to say, extremely difficult. 
 • discernment – practical guidance such as that found in church pre-marital 
 counselling and its monastic equivalent in pre-celibate counselling. 
 • parenting – in a communal context, both celibates and married folk need to 
 be responsible for raising the children. 
 • openness – each state needs to be intentional about relating to and seeking 
 out the other state. Thus a celibate group might invite a family over for 
 dinner, playing with the children and providing good adult conversation. 
 
Interestingly, Hauerwas and Willimon locate the individual’s decision in the 
community’s eschatological identity: ‘The telos, the end, gives meaning to our 
choices. Ultimately, there is for us only one good reason to get married or stay single, 

                                                 
57 ibid., 95. 
58  Steiner, S. and Brix, M.H. 2005. ‘Mark 7: nurturing common life among members of intentional community’ in  
School(s) for conversion: 12 marks of a new monasticism. (Ed. Rutba House) Eugene, Oregon: Cascade Books, 100. 
59 Bennett, J. 2005. ‘Mark 8: support for celibate singles alongside monogamous married couples and their children’ in  
School(s) for conversion: 12 marks of a new monasticism. (Ed. Rutba House) Eugene, Oregon: Cascade Books, 119. 
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namely, that this has something to do with our discipleship.’60 
 

i. Geographical proximity to community members who share a common rule of 
life 
While this is a practically rather than biblically based feature, it facilitates the 
spiritual disciplines of common prayer, common meals, mutual confession of sin, 
spiritual guidance, and celebration. Geographical proximity enables togetherness. 
New monastic communities apply this principle in various ways: shared housing, 
‘house churches’, even committing to building a co-housing project. 
 
A contemporary example is the community life of the Bruderhof61 (now in England, 
the United States and Australia) that is built around the family. From children to the 
elderly, all participate in the daily life and work of the community – whether in the 
central kitchen, day-care, laundry, or in one of the community businesses. 
 

j. Care for the plot of God’s earth given to us along with support of our local 
economies 
To understand the world as creation is to acknowledge its ‘moral and spiritual 
topography in which all of life, human and non-human, is situated within the 
intentions of God’s own life.’62 Norman Wirzba has suggested four practices in 
which new monastics can manifest the wholeness of creation: 
 
 • grow a garden – gardening teaches us to rely more on God’s grace 
 • support local economies / shop responsibly 
 • design generous households – purchase products to use communally 
 • practice celebration – appreciate life, in line with the Slow Food63 
 movement 
 

k. Peacemaking in the midst of violence and conflict resolution within 
communities along the lines of Matt 18 
There appears to a dualism in American morality, observes Fred Bahnson, between 
the private and public spheres. It is the ‘unacknowledged alliance with Empire that 
plagues the church in North America’,64 the failure to see God’s kingdom as a 
political reality. But, says Bahnson, Jesus doesn’t want the Sermon on the Mount ‘to 
be discussed as an ideal; he really means us to get on with it.’ 
 
Within the church we are to deal with sinners redemptively, with the purpose of 
restoration. If they are to be finally treated as ‘Gentiles and tax collectors’, we know 
how Jesus treated those outcasts of society. To refer again to mark #3, Wilson-
Hartgrove reflects on the Iraqi hospitality he received at Rutba, and his attempt to 
tell the story at home: 
 
 We were telling a story about them helping us, and the [American] media 
 wouldn’t touch it. We realized that hospitality is subversive. It goes against 
 the grain. Hospitality is really a form of peacemaking, because it blurs the 

                                                 
60 Hauerwas and Willimon, Resident aliens, 66. 
61 http://www.churchcommunities.org/index.html, link verified 30 October 2009. 
62  Wirzba, N. 2005. ‘Mark 10: care for the plot of God’s earth given to us along with support of our local economies’ in  
School(s) for conversion: 12 marks of a new monasticism. (Ed. Rutba House) Eugene, Oregon: Cascade Books, 139. 
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64  Bahnson, F. 2005. ‘Mark 11: peacemaking in the midst of violence and conflict resolution along the lines of  
Matthew 18’ in School(s) for conversion: 12 marks of a new monasticism. (Ed. Rutba House) Eugene, Oregon: Cascade  
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 boundaries between us and them.65 
 

l. Commitment to a disciplined contemplative life 
If ‘resistance is the fire in which we find freedom from social oppression’, 
‘contemplation is the flame through which our own souls find liberation.’66 Wilson-
Hartgrove completes the index to the new monasticism by describing the twelfth 
mark: contemplation. 
 
This is the work of receiving the mind of Christ, of training our brain in faithful 
patterns of thought and action. Contemplation is ‘about learning to see the world 
through the lens of the cross.’ It is no skill or technique; not knowing what we are 
doing, we simply pray: ‘Into your hands I commit my spirit.’ It is ‘corporate 
communion with the God who is our peace. On our prayer walks the wall between 
spirituality and activism collapses. Resistance and contemplation are one.’67 
 

What, then, is the ‘new monasticism’? Though a fairly ‘new’ religious movement in the scope of 
church history, it has been  present in various forms for at least two decades. Three European 
antecedents have been mentioned already: Iona, Taizé and Bose. In the light of the inaugural 
‘Twelve Marks’ listed above, two American examples of contemporary communities born in the 
new monastic tradition may now mentioned. 
 
In 2003, Jonathan and Leah Wilson-Hartgrove travelled to Iraq to protest the American invasion of 
that country. While travelling, an injured member of their convoy was cared for in the town of 
Rutba, in an Iraqi hospital recently hit by American bombs. Accepting no payment, the doctor 
requested only that Jonathan and Leah ‘tell the world what happened in Rutba’.68 
 
On their return to the United States, the Wilson-Hartgroves moved to Walltown, a black 
neighbourhood outside Durham. Inviting some local residents to join them, they began Rutba House, 
an intentional community practicing racial reconciliation. Community commitment, however, 
 
 involved more than moving into a poor neighbourhood. They developed specific disciplines, 
 all practiced by Jesus and followed by the monastics of the Early Church, to be shared by all 
 who join their community. Hospitality, prayer, fasting, simplicity, peacemaking, celebration 
 and song are embraced and lived out at Rutba House as a means of serving God through 
 love of neighbour.69 
 
In new monastic terminology, Walltown is an ‘abandoned place’. In a part of the city from which 
many are seeking to escape, the witness of a living community countering the pull of the suburbs 
speaks more powerfully than words. 
 
Kensington in Philadelphia may be described similarly. As ‘Pennsylvania’s poorest 
neighbourhood’70, it is literally abandoned. Here, Shane Claiborne and six others formed The 
Simple Way in 1998 by purchasing a condemned building, cleaning it up and moving in. Publicly 
advocating for the poor, this community impacts its neighbourhood house by house. ‘Though 

                                                 
65 Undated conversation with Jonathan Wilson-Hartgrove. Quoted in Bahnson, Mark 11, 159. 
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68  O’Neill, P. 2005. ‘The new monasticism in Durham’s Walltown, a covenant community’ in Divinity Online Edition,  
Vol. 5. No. 1 (Fall 2005), 1. Internet article at 
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community life is not strictly regulated, [members] devote their spare time to personal Bible study 
and prayer, Simple Way activities, or local ministries, like helping neighbourhood children with 
their homework or simply playing with them.’71 
 
In their evangelical desire to directly challenge racial and class divisions, The Simple Way and 
Rutba House have not taken typically Protestant forms. They are representative, rather, of a more 
ancient kind of faith-community. Rob Moll has characterised these movements as 
 
 the latest wave of evangelicals who see in community life an answer to society’s 
 materialism and the church’s complacency toward it. Rather than enjoy the benefits of 
 middle-class life, these suburban evangelicals choose to move in with the poor. Though 
 many of the same forces drive them as did earlier generations – a desire to  experience 
 intense community and to challenge contented evangelicalism – they are turning to an 
 ancient tradition to provide the spiritual sustenance for their ministries.72 
 
Another writer describes the movement as a ‘new take’ on an old tradition by contemporary 
communities 
 

who think the church in the United States has too easily accommodated itself to the 
consumerist and imperialist values of the culture. Living in the corners of the American 
empire, they hope to be a harbinger of a new and radically different form of Christian 
practice. These ‘new monastics’ pursue the ancient triumvirate of poverty, chastity and 
obedience, but with a twist. Their communities include married people whose pledge to 
chastity is understood as a commitment to marital fidelity. Poverty means eschewing typical 
middle-class economic climbing but not total indigence – some economic resources are 
necessary for building this desert kingdom. Obedience means accountability not to an abbot 
but to Jesus and to the community.73 
 

Part of the new ‘twist’ is an appreciation of technology. ‘These communities’ eager use of the 
Internet reveals some of what is new in the new monasticism. They do not reject technology as such. 
They embrace the Internet, as it serves their purposes of linking similar Christian communities to 
one another and sharing resources.’74 
 
Naturally, the new monastic movement is not without its critics. We mention two objections linked, 
importantly, to the ‘Twelve Marks’. Anthony Grimley has echoed the concern of mark #5, 
submission to the church: 
 

There is a danger that new monasticism is being developed into a leisure activity and a 
facility for people to use in their despondency with Church … An effect that a pick and mix 
society is having on new monasticism is a manipulation of traditional monastic values and 
spirituality in order to clean, refresh and re-package monasticism to make it easier to live 
with and more socially acceptable.75 

 
Another criticism of new monasticism is its lack of diversity. The challenge of transcending racial 
and class divisions was mentioned in mark #4 above. Despite their enthusiastic involvement in 
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poorer communities, new monastics are typically ‘young and white and single.’76 In this regard, the 
following American example is equally pertinent in South Africa: 
  

One of the Sojourners’ original goals was to serve some of the tens of thousands of refugees 
displaced to San Francisco as a result of the civil war in El Salvador. Three Salvadoran 
families joined the church and benefited from its legal clinic and job preparation aid. As 
soon as they acquired the resources, the families promptly bought minivans, left the church 
and moved to the suburbs. Perhaps those who have less of a chance at pursuing the 
American dream are not yet ready to be disenchanted with it.77 

 
Is this ‘dissatisfaction’ with the American dream only the prerogative of whites? In this country, 
where the ‘South African’ dream is threatened by the cultural hegemony of Empire economics, the 
question is a vital one, impacting on the relevance of the new monasticism 

Relevance of the new monasticism 
As Wilson has proposed, the new monasticism can effectively model an alternative society. 
‘Alternative’, however, to what? It is clear that intentional communities understand their missions 
quite variously. Even internally, within the same community, where members stand on an upward 
or downward economic trajectory can make a substantial difference to individual interpretations of 
what needs to be done. 
 

1. IN THE WEST 
In the West, nevertheless, there appears to be large agreement among new monastic 
communities regarding the identity of Empire and the ‘dark ages’. The U.S. government is 
understood in terms of power and the abuse thereof; the Dark Age is portended by various 
calamities: for example, environmental disaster, economic disparity, and human trafficking. 
In other words, new monasticism in North America (especially in its work for justice) has a 
peculiarly ‘1960s’ tang, a distinctly anarchist flavour. What makes the movement discrete 
from typical political activist groups, however, is its underlying spirituality: a monastic 
grasp of time, of listening, of love for the Other – all in the context of intentional community 
self-consciously committed to the church. 
 
At this point, we are drawn back to Janzen’s contention that the call for another St. Benedict 
‘would have sounded idolatrous to Benedict who had no intention of saving ‘Western 
Civilisation’’ (mark #6 above). That monasticism did produce disciplined communities 
capable of sustaining the virtues of civilised life, at a time when the church was hopelessly 
entwined with Empire, begs the question: is the church itself morally incapable? Is it unable, 
in other words, to maintain its own ethics apart from the state? 
 
In Resident Aliens, Hauerwas and Willimon think not. Especially at a political level, the 
church embodies a new and different ethic: 
 
 The challenge is not the intellectual one but the political one … The call to be part of 
 the gospel is a joyful call to be adopted by an alien people, to join a countercultural 
 phenomenon, a new polis called church … The challenge of Jesus is the political 
 dilemma of how to be faithful to a strange community, which is shaped by a story of 
 how God is with us.78 
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Thus, ‘the church doesn’t have a social strategy, the church is a social strategy.’79 However, 
practice has shown – in the United States, at least – that both the conservative (= private) 
and liberal (= public) churches are basically accommodationist (= Constantinian) in their 
social ethic. ‘Both assume wrongly that the American church’s primary social task is to 
underwrite American democracy.’80 
 
John Howard Yoder perceives the church in similar categories. Distinguishing between 
activist and conversionist churches, he posits a third alternative: the confessing church 
which ‘finds its main political task to lie, not in the personal transformation of individual 
hearts or the modification of society, but rather in the congregation’s determination to 
worship Christ in all things.’81 
 
 We would like a church that again asserts that God, not nations, rules the world, that 
 the boundaries of God’s kingdom transcend those of Caesar, and that the main 
 political task of the church is the formation of people who see clearly the cost of 
 discipleship and are willing to pay the price.82 
 
Constantinian thinking is just as strong today as it was in the fourth century. ‘It leads 
Christians to judge their ethical positions, not on the basis of what is faithful to our peculiar 
tradition, but rather on the basis of how much Christian ethics Caesar can be induced to 
swallow without choking.’83 The Sermon on the Mount, in contrast, 
 
 makes necessary the formation of a colony, not because disciples are those who have 
 a need to be different, but because the Sermon, if believed and lived, makes us 
 different, shows us the world to be alien, an odd place where what makes sense to 
 everybody else is revealed to be opposed to what God is doing among us.84 
 
Another contrast between ‘confessing’ or visible church thinking and Constantinian thought 
is the latter’s preoccupation with heroic individualism: 
 
 The Sermon on the Mount cares nothing for the European Enlightenment’s 
 infatuation with the individual self as the most significant ethical unit. For Christians, 
 the church is the most significant ethical unit … All Christian ethics are social ethics 
 because all our ethics presuppose a social, communal, political starting point – the 
 church.85 
 
‘Christian ethics arise out of the formation of the peculiar community engendered by 
listening to scripture like the Sermon on the Mount and attaching ourselves to a master like 
Jesus.’86 The church makes Christians by example; discipleship is learning from those who 
are good at living the Christian faith. 
 
An acid test for the church as colony or alternative society, then, would be regarding the 
ministers its seminaries are turning out. Certainly in the West, the trend is not hopeful: 
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 The seminaries have produced clergy who are agents of modernity, experts in the art 
 of congregational adaptation to the cultural status quo, enlightened facilitators whose 
 years of education have trained them to enable believers to detach themselves from 
 the insights, habits, stories, and structures that make the church the church.87 
 
It is because the church in the West is not the church, then, that new monasticism has found 
appeal and traction among those who seek an unadulterated religion. We recall Bethge’s 
reason why Bonhoeffer’s Life Together found almost instant popularity in pre-war Germany: 
‘Finkenwalde had revealed a weak spot within Protestantism and, moreover, had sought 
practical solutions where others felt helpless.’88 To a large extent, the new monastic 
movement is a response to the manifold ‘weak spots’ in contemporary Protestantism. Where 
the church is a sign of guilt rather than innocence, of corruption rather than virtue, that is 
where the pull-factor away from church will be experienced most strongly. 
 
In his paper89 presented at the seventh International Bonhoeffer Congress in Cape Town, 
Geffrey Kelly described three idolatries that underwrite contemporary American ‘freedom’: 
 
 • the worship of material prosperity 
 • the homage paid to consumerism and government’s increasing harshness towards 
 the non-productive people of society 
 • the idolatry of national security with its consequent militarism and cult of violence 
 as a means of solving national and international problems 
 
Since this congress took place in 1996, Kelly’s analysis reflects the tenure of George Bush, 
Sr. and his administration’s engagement with the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait. Kelly cogently 
applies Bonhoeffer’s theological arguments to the situation of the American church – its 
obligation to the victims of state legislation, its willingness to suffer with the economically 
weak and to act prophetically for peace. To find the peace of Jesus in the United States, says 
Kelly, ‘reconciliation of the disparate segments of American society and a deeper sense of 
Christian community are needed.’90 Insofar as these elements remain unimportant to the 
established Western church, the claims of the new monasticism have to be taken seriously. 
 

2. IN SOUTH AFRICA 
The phenomenon we have explored thus far is distinctly Western; new monastic examples 
cited have been European, American, and Australian. The question now arises as to the 
movement’s relevance outside the West and even locally. It follows that if certain conditions 
in South Africa parallel those which stimulated the rise of new monasticism in Europe and 
America, why should we not see the formation of similar intentional communities? 
 
It is a complex question, bound up with the ongoing development of South African society. 
Field research on the existence of local monastic communities is the subject of another 
thesis, but it is certainly fair to ask concerning the relevance of new monasticism in this 
country. Do conditions conducive to its development exist here as they do in the West? 
 
It is this author’s contention that in South Africa, the new monasticism – at least as 
advocated by the ‘twelve marks’ – is not readily transferable. That is, this country does not 
share some of the conditions key to the conception of the new monasticism as practiced in 
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Europe and America. These criteria would include: 
 

a. Political. We have already explored the idea of ‘empire’, the first Mark and 
cornerstone of the new monasticism. In keeping with early monasticism, the new 
monastic view of the state is decidedly negative. Following MacIntyre’s analysis of 
Western morality, new monastics are profoundly sceptical regarding government’s 
ability to sustain ‘the virtues’. 
 
The movement is away from centralised power, with its attendant potential for 
corruption, and towards the margins inhabited by the powerless. By contrast, as we 
will see below, the South African government’s approach to society’s powerless is 
marked by a commitment to the poor – a commitment that has secured a ‘critical 
solidarity’ from the church. 
 

b. Economic. Commensurate with the wealth that has accrued to societies in the 
developed world is a Western disillusionment regarding the ‘rewards’ of economic 
empowerment. As discussed under the fourth Mark, Lament for Racial Divisions, 
whites and blacks are often on different economic trajectories: some are moving 
from power, others towards it. 
 
When, as in South Africa, the movement is largely towards financial capital, the idea 
of intentional poverty (or even simple living) is positively alien. To repeat Byassee: 
‘Perhaps those who have less of a chance at pursuing the American dream are not yet 
ready to be disenchanted with it.’91 Insofar as that dream still enchants most South 
Africans, new monastic communities will struggle to take root. 
 

c.  Theological. The ‘critical solidarity’ of this country’s mainline church towards the 
state’s development program will be discussed below. Another stance representing a 
significant sector of South Africa’s churches, and one overlapping with our previous 
point, is the ‘prosperity theology’ espoused by many Charismatics. The amount of 
television airtime utilised by churches propagating this theology would seem to 
indicate large numbers of adherents. 
 
A third position is the acquiescence to the status-quo commonly adopted by 
apolitical congregations with a privatised faith. In South Africa, among such 
established theologies there appears to be little attention given to an alternative 
politics questioning both collusion with the state and wealth creation. 

  
It is not surprising, then, that there exists no burgeoning new monasticism in South Africa. 
Key parallel conditions in the West do not hold true for this country. Of course, insofar as 
the Twelve Marks do not define contemporary monasticism, intentional communities may 
well assume their own local flavour and chart their own manifesto. This is may well be the 
case in a new South Africa where Caesar, apparently, has adopted the virtues necessary for 
moral regeneration. How would St. Benedict respond to such a ‘credible’ cooperation 
between church and state? 
 
For that is what has happened since 1994. Instead  of resistance the South African Council 
of Churches adopted a new attitude towards the state, that of ‘critical solidarity.’ 
Reconstruction, said Charles VillaVicencio, would involve theological wisdom and 
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contextual decision-making: 
  
 Utopian visions created by prophets, preachers and poets are important ingredients in  
 the process of reconstruction. Ultimately, however, these visions need to be  
 translated into societal practice and laws operative in the here and now. This practice  
 and these laws will necessarily fall short of the projected vision, but must provide the  
 basis and vision for the long walk to social and economic freedom beyond political  
 liberation.92 
 
The secular vision of the new society in South Africa was summed up in the Reconstruction 
and Development Programme, or RDP. In support, Liz Carmichael calls for a spirituality of 
reconstruction that seeks to be ‘a channel of God’s work in the context of these immense 
needs. The work entails a co-operative effort to restore and develop persons and 
community … The spirituality that underpins it must combine fundamental values with the 
practical skills of development.’93 
 
She goes on to suggest that these ‘fundamental values’ are in fact the Christian virtues of the  
New Testament, and that such a spirituality calls for two poles: one of silence, the other of  
involvement with people – a theme developed by Trevor Hudson. Aligned to these poles  
might be developed a kind of active retreat, 
 
 ‘pilgrimages of pain and hope’, in which people mainly from a more affluent  
 background enter into an eight-day reflective encounter with suffering and with  
 people who, amid the suffering, ‘refuse to become prisoners of hopelessness …  
 Encountering these ‘signs of hope’ challenges the pilgrims to examine their own  
 faith-responses within the present historical moment.94 
 
Another element of ‘reconstruction spirituality’ is service in solidarity of others, 
 
 of critical importance for South Africa at this time of reconstruction when many, 
 especially but not only whites, who have been privileged with a good education and 
 training are tempted to withdraw from public responsibility and pursue goals of self-
 interest.95 
 
Still another element is the confession of guilt. Offered on behalf of the Dutch Reformed  
church by Professor Willie Jonker at the 1990 Rustenburg Conference, this ‘opened up a  
new dynamic at the Conference, pointed the way beyond the impasse of the past, and led to  
further reflection on the extent of the church’s guilt in South Africa.’96 The Truth and  
Reconciliation Commission (TRC) is an example of how the state has persuaded South  
Africans to deal with their past, appointing – significantly – a church leader (rather than, for  
example, a civil judge) as the commission’s chairperson. 
  
What we are attempting to expose here is the high degree of collaboration here between  
church and state: the SACC speaks of critical ‘solidarity’, Villa-Vicencio of vision being  
translated into law; Carmichael of a ‘co-operative effort’ and an ‘underpinning’ spirituality.  
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The RDP has become a vision guiding both church and Empire – for the benefit of all, as  
Desmond Tutu is wont to say, ‘the rainbow people of God’. 
 
With respect to Tutu’s colourful analogy, how visible is the church in such an alliance with 
the state? How distinctive can it be? Many of the societal crises which preoccupy the 
attention of the public media seem not to raise the ire of a church whose voice has grown 
strangely muted. 
 
By contrast, new monastic communities have a public face to their devotion. Their emphasis 
on community and solidarity with the powerless establish them as the church visible, even 
while living monastically on the margins. Internally guided by a communal wisdom in line 
with their peculiar telos, they regard the state with its programs critically. With Benedict, 
they challenge the established church: 
 
 • power still tends to corrupt!  
 • where is your prophetic critique?  
 • good critique requires critical distance!  
 
Neville Richardson has commended the stance of Stanley Hauerwas, who sees in the 
visibility of the church ‘the signs of a turning away from Constantinianism, for in its 
visibility the church must distinguish itself from the state.’97 What, then, will be the 
relationship between such a visible church and the secular state? 
 
 The church must always stand over against the state because of the church’s 
 conviction that history is in God’s hands and not under state control. These dual  
 roles of both engaging and challenging, of supporting and standing over against the  
 state will clearly position the church in a prophetic stance.98 
 

It is fair to say that the establishment of ecumenical communities in the twentieth century by 
Protestants with a Catholic-style spirituality has broken across religious stereotypes. Iona’s work for 
justice, Taizé’s ministry of reconciliation and the contemplative lifestyle of Bose are highly 
suggestive of the new monasticism and may certainly be recognised as such. Wilson’s criteria for 
the movement, that it be ‘historically situated’, ‘eschatologically directed’, and ‘grace-dependent’, 
are highly applicable: respectively, they are the ‘where,’ ‘what’ and ‘how’ of intentional community. 
The question remains, however, whether St. Benedict would wish to ‘save’ Western civilisation at 
all. For, in South Africa at least, America’s idols are fast becoming our own. 

Conclusion 
Revisiting Bonhoeffer’s assertion beginning of this article, a ‘new’ monasticism was called for, not 
because the ‘old’ had nothing to offer, but because the church needed a political re-establishment. 
This was a key ingredient lacking, as Janzen suggested, in traditional monasticism. A political self-
awareness, combined with the spiritual vitality and discipline of monasticism, would constitute the 
force required to bring about the restoration of the church. 
 
Whether the appropriation of Bonhoeffer’s statement by new monastics as a departure point for  
their movement is legitimate or not, depends on how they understand the nature of that movement.  
Critically, do they see themselves as restoring the church – or restoring the state? Monasticism has  
typically been a move away from Empire. In the autocratic hegemony that characterised the Nazi  
regime, it is not difficult to discern Bonhoeffer’s attitude to Caesar. For him, faith was inescapably 
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political. 
 
In the post-modern era of liberal democracy, particularly those with a strong social welfare  
programme, the picture is not as sharply defined. As we have seen, the identity of Empire is  
interpreted variously from group to group. Perhaps it is narrow-minded to speak of state power, 
when corporations and even labour unions wield enormous influence. For Bonhoeffer and the new 
monasticism, the restored church will simply be where power is not. Relocation to the ‘abandoned 
places’ remains the first mark of the new monastic movement. Reflecting on the church’s public 
vocation, Rasmussen writes: 
 
 An eschatological community of the cross moves, like Jesus, to those places in society 
 where the mortal flaws of human community are most obvious. There it takes up its ministry, 
 as participation in God’s suffering with and for others. Almost by definition those are the 
 abandoned places of the forgotten, powerless, exiled or poor. By definition, then, the 
 community of the cross looks for salvation where the wider public normally does not look.99 
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