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Reflections on chapter 6 of the Rule

Once there was a young man who entered the monastery. He had read St. John of the Cross and longed to experience the dark night of the soul. His youthful enthusiasm was dampened nine months into his novitiate when he realized that the dark night was the experience of living with the other monks.  

We all have difficulties from time to time living or working with other people. Relationships are both the greatest blessing in this life and often some of our greatest crosses. St. Augustine was well aware of human nature and the age-old problem of relating with one another.  Even men and women who desire to live a life of perfection find keeping the ideal of one mind and heart a burden at times. St. Augustine dedicated all of chapter six of his Rule to solving discord in the religious house.  Number 42 of chapter 6 reads:

You must then avoid being too harsh in your words, and should they escape your lips, let those same lips not be ashamed to heal the wounds they have caused.  

To forgive and to seek forgiveness are not optional for the disciple of the Lord Jesus. So often our Lord teaches that if we want our heavenly Father to forgive us our sins and transgressions, we must be ready to extend forgiveness to others. In fact, in Mark 11, our Savior explains that if we want our prayers to be heard and if we want to see the impossible become possible then we must forgive.  

Put your trust in God. I solemnly assure you, whoever says to this mountain, ‘Be lifted up and thrown into the sea,’ and has no inner doubts but believes that what he says will happen, shall have it done for him. I give you my word, if you are ready to believe that you will receive whatever you ask for in prayer, it shall be done for you. When you stand to pray, forgive anyone against whom you have a grievance so that your heavenly Father may in turn forgive you your faults. (Verses 22-25)
Forgiveness sometimes is not an easy road to go down. Sometimes the wounds have festered, and they may have been caused by hearts filled with hatred or cruelty, but let us recall that while our Lord was hanging upon the altar of the cross, his body racked in excruciating pain, his lungs gradually being suffocated, He managed to pray, “Father forgive them, for they know not what they are doing.”   

In the book Tramp for the Lord, Corrie ten Boom, a Dutch woman who was placed in Ravensbrück Concentration Camp during World War II because she and her family helped Jews escape from the Nazis, saw both her father and sister die because of their imprisonment.  After her release she went around the world preaching that we must learn to forgive those who have injured us. Once she was asked to return to Ravensbrück to speak, and though she didn’t want to return to the place that had caused her so much pain she agreed to do so because she felt the Lord was asking her to do it. After speaking to the group that had gathered for her talk she was standing alone in the room with her memories when a man dressed in a gray hat and coat came towards her. As he approached, she remembered him as she had last seen him dressed in the uniform of the guards from the camp. He approached and said, “Fraulein, I know you don’t remember me, but I was one of the guards here in the camp. After the war I came to know Jesus and realized all my terrible and despicable sins, which I believe with all my heart the Lord has forgiven. It would mean so much to me, however, if I could hear it from one of my former prisoners that they forgive me.” He held out his hand to Corrie, but, as she said, “All I could do is remember my sister walking naked into the shower before the guards, this one in particular, and all their vulgarity, crudity and cruelty. I had just preached forgiveness, but I just couldn’t put my hand into his outstretched hand. I was frozen in place, but then in my heart I began to pray, ‘Dear Lord, I have no forgiveness for this man, but you died on the cross to free him from his sins; please grant me your forgiveness for him.’  All of a sudden I found my hand in his, and I heard my voice saying, ‘I forgive you’; at that moment I felt a strong current like electricity running between us.  

Yes we must forgive one another. Our divine Teacher has instructed us through his disciples, and our Father St. Augustine continues the lesson. Let us realize that we are able to forgive all things if, like Corry ten Boom, we seek the Lord’s grace and His forgiveness, remembering that we are all children of the one loving and forgiving Father.  

