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Reflections on Our Governing Documents

The Rule. The Holy Rule of St. Augustine, which governs our life, was written by our Holy Father St. Augustine while living as the bishop of Hippo. There are in the Western rite of the Catholic Church four major Rules of Life: the Rule of St. Augustine (the oldest of all rules), the Rule of St. Benedict (written in the fifth century), the Rule of St. Francis (written in the twelve hundreds) and the Rule of St. Albert (written shortly after the Rule of St. Francis and the one that governs the Carmelites). 

In the Eastern rites there are the Long and Short Rule of St. Basil the Great and other Rules such as the Rule of St. Pachomius. In the East a monastery may often borrow from one or another rule, but in the West the particular rule strictly governs the religious. 

Constitutions and Directory. The Rule in today’s Church is the spiritual outline for the community’s way of life, but the governing document is called the Constitutions. The Constitutions are written by the religious community or monastery, or by an association of monasteries often referred to as a federation, and enflesh the Rule in modern terms and practical application; the Constitutions are presented to the competent authority for approbation and may only be changed with the majority vote of the capitulars of the community and with the approval of the competent authority. There is one other governing document, the Directory or Statutes of the Monastery or Province.  

The Augustinian Monks of the Primitive Observance live under the Rule of St. Augustine, as do the Augustinian Friars, the Augustinian Nuns, the Sisters of St. Rita, the Dominicans, the Premonstratensians (or Norbertines), the Mercedarians and many other religious communities. As Augustinian Monks we have our own Constitutions that received approbation from the Ordinary of the Diocese of Orlando, His Excellency the Most Reverend Thomas J. Wenski.

All religious communities are governed by their Constitutions and their Statutes or Directory. The Constitutions are general law while the Directory gives the more practical observance. In speaking of prayer, for example, the Rule of our Holy Father states in Chapter II that the monks are to “be assiduous with the times appointed for prayer.” In our Constitutions, all of chapter 2 (paragraphs 17-22) is on liturgical celebrations and all of chapter 3 (paragraphs 23-31) is on our contemplative prayer life. Within this context, we read in #18, “The celebration of the Eucharist must be the center of a monastic community's daily worship.  The Holy Sacrifice should take place at a time of day when every member is available and able to participate” and in #20, in reference to the Liturgy of the Hours, “The Hours should be celebrated in common, unless circumstances prevent it.  The time selected should be convenient for all.”  Our Directory, the most detailed of the three documents, specifies the different times of the Divine Office that are mandatory and the manner in which it is to be celebrated as well as giving specific information about the celebration of the Mass such as the way we honor the Mother of God at the conclusion of every Saturday Mass, the time we spend in thanksgiving after Mass and the guidelines regarding which priests may celebrate Mass in our chapel (only priests associated with our own community and bishops).  

Changing the Governing Documents. The more specific each document is, the more readily it may be changed. The Rule itself, written by our holy father Saint Augustine, can never be changed; the Constitutions are not changed very often, but they may be changed during a General Chapter and with approval from the competent authority. The Directory, or Statutes, may be changed simply by a vote from the solemnly professed or by a decree from the superior.  

Reflections on the Rule. Since the Rule may be followed or adapted by any person or group and is the guiding document not only of our life, and the life of our Oblates, but may also be a help to all of God’s faithful people, we begin here some reflections on it. Rather than go chapter by chapter or line by line we shall from time to time extract different sections for reflection. 

Monastic Bathing. Let us this time ponder part of 
chapter V.  When one first reads the chapter one may find the two paragraphs on the bath quite startling, or perhaps even irrelevant to today’s world:  

     34.
As for bodily cleanliness too, a brother must never deny himself use of the bath when his health requires it.  But this should be done on medical advice, without complaining, so that even though unwilling, he shall do what has to be done for his health when the superior orders it.  However, if the brother wishes it, when it might not be good for him, you must not comply with his desire, for sometimes we think something is beneficial for the pleasure it gives, even though it may prove harmful.

     36.
When there is need to frequent the public baths or any other place, no fewer than two or three should go together, and whoever has to go somewhere, must not go with those of his own choice but with those designated by the superior.

Who in our modern times seeks out medical advice before bathing? Or who in their right mind would want to bathe with a companion at the direction of a third person? 

In applying this part of the Rule to our own times and our own lives, we first must recall that public baths were a part of the Roman culture, more even than health spas are a part of today’s life. As in the time of St. Augustine, such places may be beneficial and helpful to one’s well being—or they may be used for nothing more than pampering oneself and at times can even be an occasion of temptation or sin.  

St. Augustine was really introducing a novel path for the monasticism of his time. Monks quite often did not bathe since it was considered pampering the body and sometimes viewed as an unhealthy practice. Even up to the time of Vatican II many religious only showered once a week—and, believe it or not, there are still some communities that maintain this antiquated practice. We are aware of several communities, one famous monastery in particular, where the monks are not permitted to use deodorant unless the infirmarian (the one in care of the sick) permits it. 

Augustine, on the other hand, saw even in the fourth century the need for good healthy hygiene. Though aware of the damage done to the human heart by original sin and how public baths could be an occasion for some to be led into temptation, he also knew that we must glean the good from a situation of potential harm. Just as one in today’s culture knows that the Internet can be for some a means of sin, nonetheless there is a vast amount of good that can be garnered from using the Internet. So it is with many things: if we are moderate and wise in our use of the goods of this world, we can grow closer to God, but the same goods used rashly and in excess can be causes of sin. In studying, praying and applying chapter V of the Holy Rule, Augustinians realize that St. Augustine teaches the monk or nun in the twenty-first century to use the gifts God has provided to assist them to be better persons and healthy individuals in the service of God and His Church, and to invoke the cardinal virtues, especially prudence and temperance, in all things.  

