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IN THE DESERT 

THE MEETING AT 
THE GRANDE CHARTREUSE 

N 

In the withdrawal of monasteries and in the solitude of the 

cells, patiently and silently, the Carthusians weave the nuptial 

garment of the Church. 

—Saint John Paul II, 

Message to the Prior of the Carthusian Order 

for the ninth centenary of Saint Bruno’s death 

 

Our principal endeavor and goal is to devote ourselves to the silence 

and solitude of cell. This is holy ground, a place where, as a man with 

his friend, the Lord and His servant often speak together; there is the 

faithful soul frequently united with the Word of God; there is the bride 

made one with her Spouse; there is earth joined to heaven, the divine 

to the human. The journey, however, is long, and the way dry and 

barren, that must be traveled to attain the fount of water, the land of 

promise.  

Therefore the dweller in cell should be diligently and carefully on his 

guard against contriving or accepting occasions for going out, other 

than those normally prescribed; rather, let him consider the cell as as 

necessary for his salvation and life, as water for fish and the sheep-

fold for sheep. For if he gets into the habit of going out of cell fre-

quently and for trivial reasons it will quickly become hateful to him; 

as Augustine expressed it, “For lovers of this world, there is no hard-

er work than not working.” On the other hand, the longer he lives in 

cell, the more gladly will he do so, as long as he occupies himself in it 

usefully and in an orderly manner, reading, writing, reciting psalms, 

praying, meditating, contemplating and working. Let him make a 
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practice of resorting, from time to time, to a tranquil listening of the 

heart that allows God to enter through all its doors and passages. In 

this way with God’s help, he will avoid the dangers that often lie in 

wait for the solitary; such as following too easy a path in cell and 

meriting to be numbered among the lukewarm. 

The fruit that silence brings is known to him who has experienced it. 

In the early stages of our Carthusian life we may find silence a bur-

den; however, if we are faithful, there will gradually be born within 

us of our silence itself something, that will draw us on to still greater 

silence. To attain this, our rule is not to speak to one another without 

the President’s permission. 

Love for our brothers should show itself firstly in respect for their 

solitude; should we have permission to speak about some matter, let 

us do so as briefly as possible. 

Those who neither are, nor aspire to becoming, members of our Or-

der are not to be allowed to stay in our cells. 

Each year for eight days we devote ourselves with greater zeal to the 

quiet of cell and recollection. Fittingly, our custom is to do this on the 

anniversary of our Profession. 

God has led us into solitude to speak to our heart. Let our heart then 

be a living altar from which there constantly ascends before God pure 

prayer, with which all our acts should be imbued. 

—Statutes of the Carthusian Order, 

Book I (The Cloister Monks), 

Chapter 4, “The Keeping of Cell and Silence.” 

 

God has led his servant into solitude to speak to his heart; but he 

alone who listens in silence hears the whisper of the gentle breeze 

that reveals the presence of the Lord. In the early stages of our Car-

thusian life, we may find silence a toilsome burden; however, if we 

are faithful, there will gradually be born within us of our silence itself 

something that will draw us on to still greater silence. 

On this account, the brothers may not speak indiscriminately of what 

they wish, or with whom they wish, or for as long as they wish; with 

few words and with quiet voice, they may speak about matters affect-

ing their work; but apart from this, they may not speak without per-

mission either to monks or to strangers. 
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Since, therefore, the observance of silence is of vital importance in 

the life of a brother, this rule must be kept with great care. However, 

in doubtful cases not foreseen by the law, let each one prudently 

judge according to conscience and the needs of the moment, whether, 

and to what extent, it is lawful to speak. 

Devotion to the Spirit dwelling within them, and love for their broth-

ers, both require that, when it is lawful to speak they should weigh 

their words well and be watchful of the extent to which they speak; for 

a long and uselessly protracted conversation is thought to grieve the 

Holy Spirit more and cause more dissipation than a few words, that 

are indeed against the rule, but are quickly cut short. Often a conver-

sation, that was useful in the beginning, soon becomes useless and, 

finally, worthy of blame. 

On Sundays and solemnities, and also on days specially set apart for 

recollection, they observe silence with special care and remain in 

cell. Likewise, every day from the evening Angelus to Prime, through-

out the monastery should reign perfect silence, which the brothers 

may not break, unless in a case of true and urgent necessity; for, as 

appears from the examples of Scripture and the traditions of the 

monks of old, this time of the night is specially conducive to recollec-

tion and meeting with God. 

Let the brothers not presume to speak without permission to seculars 

who approach them, or to chat with them; they may merely return 

their greeting, as also that of those they happen to meet, and, if ques-

tioned, briefly respond and excuse themselves as not having permis-

sion for further speech with them. 

Observance of silence and interior recollection require special vigi-

lance on the part of the brothers, since many occasions for speaking 

come their way; in this they cannot attain perfection, unless they dili-

gently strive to live always in the presence of God. 

—Statutes of the Carthusian Order, 

Book II (The Lay Monks), Chapter 14, “Silence.” 
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NICOLAS DIAT: Why seek silence? In a letter to his Carthusian broth-

ers, Saint Bruno writes: “Rejoice, therefore, my beloved brothers, 

over the lot of overflowing happiness that has fallen to you, and for 

the grace of God that you have received in such abundance. Rejoice 

that you have succeeded in escaping the countless dangers and ship-

wrecks of this storm-tossed world, and have reached a quiet corner in 

the security of a hidden harbor. Many would like to join you, and 

many there are also those who make a considerable effort to do so, 

but fail in their attempt. What is more, many are shut out even after 

having attained it, since it was not in the plan of God to give them this 

grace.” The first Carthusian often exhorted people to “abandon the 

fleeting shadows of this world,” the noises that were already distract-

ing the minds and hearts of the men of the eleventh century. At the 

start of this extraordinary interview that gathers us at the Grande 

Chartreuse, can we review the origins of the desire for silence? 

ROBERT CARDINAL SARAH: The authentic search for silence is 

the quest for a silent God and for the interior life. It is the quest for a 

God Who reveals Himself in the depths of our being. Monks are well 

acquainted with this reality when they decide to leave the world and 

this “evil and adulterous generation” (Lk 11:29-32; Mt 12:39). 

No one advanced our knowledge about man in his most essential 

reality better the Saint Augustine. He reviewed his past with admira-

ble precision. Augustine wanted to make his readers discover, in the 

inmost depths of the human being, the absence of God in sin, the need 

for God in anxiety, the coming of God in salvation, the presence of 

God in the life of grace. For him, knowledge about man leads to Be-

ing, to a God Who is closer to us than we are to ourselves. 

Throughout his work, the author of the famous expression 

“Noverim me, noverim te” (Solil. 2, 1) proclaims that the knowledge 

of self and the knowledge of God are closely associated. To go in 

search of God is not to go out of oneself in order to find something in 

the outside world; on the contrary, it is to turn away from this world 

and to reflect on oneself. “Instead of going outside, enter into your-

self; man’s heart is the place where truth dwells” (De vera religione 

39, 72). 

“Here are men”, Saint Augustine says in the Confessions, “going 

afar to marvel at the heights of mountains, the mighty waves of the 
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sea, the long courses of great rivers, the vastness of the ocean, and the 

movements of the stars, yet leaving themselves unnoticed” (Confes-

sions X, 8, 15). They do not marvel at themselves. 

This is also the spiritual doctrine of Saint Gregory the Great. 

“Return to yourself, O man, and explore the seclusion of your heart” 

(Moralia 19, 8), he advises. In order to approach God, man must first 

know himself. In the Moralia, he declares that in order to be raised to 

the vision of God, the soul must first concentrate, recollect itself, and 

withdraw into itself. 

Man cannot hope to know God without having found himself, in 

other words, without having confessed in the presence of other men 

his good and evil actions for the praise of God. How can we not ad-

mire Augustine when he thunders: “Thou wert there before me, but I 

had gone away from myself and I could not even find myself, much 

less Thee” (Confessions V, 2). 

Silence is an ex-

tremely necessary el-

ement in the life of 

every man. It enables 

the soul to be recol-

lected. It protects the 

soul against the loss of 

its identity. It predis-

poses the soul to resist 

the temptation to turn 

away from itself to 

attend to things out-

side, far from God. 

If man wants to 

become entrenched in 

the depths of his heart, 

in that beautiful interior sanctuary, in order to examine himself and to 

verify the Presence of God within him, if he wants to know and un-

derstand his identity, he needs to be silent and to win his interiority. 

How could it be possible to discover oneself in the midst of 

noise? A person’s clear-sightedness and lucidity about himself can 

mature only in solitude and silence. A silent man is all the more apt to 

listen and to stand in the presence of God. The silent man finds God 
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within himself. For any prayer and any interior life, we need silence, a 

hidden, discreet life that prompts us not to think about ourselves. Si-

lence, in important moments of life, becomes a vital necessity. But we 

do not seek silence for its own sake, as though it were our goal. We 

seek silence because we seek God. And we will find it if we are silent 

in the very depths of our heart. 

DOM DYSMAS DE LASSUS: Men consider silence to be the mere 

absence of noise and speech, but the reality is much more complex. 

The silence of a couple who are dining alone can express the 

depth of a communion that no longer needs words; on the other hand, 

they may no longer be capable of speaking to each other. The first 

silence is a silence of communion, and the second—a silence of rup-

ture. Each of these two opposite forms conveys a very strong mes-

sage; the first says: I love you. The second: Our love is over. 

How is this message transmitted? By looks, by gestures, and by 

the heart. The look of love, in the first case, the downcast look in the 

second, one expressing the desire for a deeper meeting, the other—the 

failure of the relationship. 

In this book, it goes without saying that we wish to speak about 

the silence of communion and about the riches it brings. Nevertheless, 

even within this silence, there is a great diversity. A person can keep 

quiet in order to listen and to receive everything conveyed by the oth-

er’s silence. He can keep quiet in order to say in some other way what 

does not belong to the language of words or because he is facing a 

reality that is too imposing to speak about. 

Is there not a silent dialogue between a mother and the child 

whom she bears? Sometimes she speaks to him, maybe she has al-

ready given him a name, but most often she simply feels him. I re-

member, during one annual visit of my family to the monastery, my 

sister was pregnant, and suddenly, in the middle of a conversation, 

she smiled a beautiful smile. Since the context did not explain it, I 

asked her: “Irene, why are you smiling?” She then answered me: “He 

is moving.” It was not necessary to ask who “he” was. 

I like this image of the pregnant woman because it nicely illus-

trates the question of interiority. There is no need for a lot of words; 

“he” is there, that is enough. When “He” means God, prayer is near, 

because adoration and silence are brother and sister. 
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ROBERT SARAH: I agree completely. Likewise, how can a priest 

live apart from silence? Because of the great mystery of the Eucharist 

that he celebrates daily, he must devote a large part of his life to si-

lence, from which the Canon ought to emerge, weighty with power 

and meaning. Holy Mass is the most sacred, most divine thing that he 

possesses. It must be surrounded with dignity, silence, and a sacral 

character. The [Divine] Office prepares us for it. All creatures are 

mute except the priest, who has the power to speak for all and in the 

name of all in the presence of the divine Majesty. The priest unites 

men to God in a few simple phrases that are divine words. He con-

fronts mankind with God by the words of the consecration, in which 

he utters the very Word of the Father—he brings about the presence 

of the Word in time, in a special incarnate, sacrificed state. 

 

The priest must know when to be quiet and when to speak. It is 

important to pray seven times a day, in order to praise God, to profess 

him at Holy Mass in the presence of men. The priestly dignity re-

quires us to realize the importance of our words. Everything in the 

priest, body and soul, must proclaim the Glory of God. Speech is then 

more important than life or death: these words do not necessarily have 

to be loud on this earth, provided they make themselves heard in 
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heaven. Above all, in order to nourish this speech, it is terribly im-

portant to remain silent. 

When? Nearly all the rest of the time. The narcissism of exces-

sive speech is a temptation from Satan. It results in a form of detesta-

ble exteriorization, in which man wallows on the surface of himself, 

making noise so as not to hear God. It is essential for priests to learn 

to keep to themselves words and opinions they have not taken the 

trouble to meditate on, interiorize, and engrave in the depth of their 

heart. We must preach the Word of God and certainly not our petty 

thoughts! “For if I preach the Gospel, that gives me no ground for 

boasting. For necessity is laid upon me. Woe to me if I do not preach 

the Gospel!” (1 Cor 9:16). Now this preaching implies silence. Oth-

erwise it is a waste of time—petty, sententious chatter. Spiritual exhi-

bitionism, which consists of exteriorizing the treasures of the soul by 

setting them forth immodestly, is the sign of a tragic human poverty 

and the manifestation of our superficiality. We often speak because 

we think that others expect us to do so. We end up no longer knowing 

how to be quiet because our interior dike is so cracked that it no long-

er holds back the floods of our words. God’s silence, however, should 

teach us that it is often necessary to be quiet. 

True seekers of God always pass through the rooms of silence in 

order to get to the regions that bring us close to the divine habitations. 

The Grande Chartreuse is one of these rooms. Last night, during the 

Office in the monastery church, I was profoundly impressed by the 

silence. While the entire choir was plunged into darkness and was 

singing without the least bit of light, I thought that darkness was an 

extraordinary invention of God. It simplifies and unifies everything, 

concealing the differentiations, distinctions, rough spots, and acci-

dental qualities that make the monks different from each other, sub-

merging all distractions in the night. In that darkness where the only 

light shining filtered from the sanctuary, the symbol of the Real Pres-

ence, I became like the Carthusians, and nothing distinguished me 

from them. Only the eye of God perceived an unworthy black spot in 

the midst of those pure souls clothed in white. We felt as we do on the 

night of the Easter Vigil. But is not the whole Office a genuine Easter 

Vigil? 

Night envelops us during the whole Office; it hears us sing the 

Psalms and the Canticles of the three young men: “Bless the Lord, 
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nights and days…, Bless the Lord, light and darkness…, Bless the 

Lord, ice and cold…, Bless the Lord, frosts and snows…, Bless the 

Lord, mountains and hills…, Bless the Lord, you springs” (Dan 3:47-

55).
 
In the dark silence, we sang the hymn of thanksgiving for the 

light that will be sent to us. And behold, Christ is here. He has come. 

He dwells among us. His silent Presence shines at the back of the 

Church through the sanctuary lamp, that burning bush that burns 

without being consumed by love for us. He descends into the depth of 

the night, gathering around Him the poor, those who seek God, but 

also our Fathers in faith, the patriarchs and prophets, with the angels 

and all who have come out of the great tribulation; they have washed 

their robes and made them white in the Blood of the Lamb. Therefore 

are they before the throne of God, and serve Him day and night within 

His temple” (Rv 7:14-15). 

Night is maternal, delightful, and cleansing. Darkness is like a 

fountain from which the monks emerge washed and enlightened, no 

longer separated but united in the Risen Christ. 

DYSMAS DE LASSUS: You say that night is cleansing; I would say 

also, that it is revealing. At night we are more aware of the noise in 

which we live, the thoughts that elude us and lead us in all directions. 

It is no different during the day, but we notice it less. Being silent 

with our lips is not difficult, it is enough to will it; being silent in our 

thoughts is another matter. 

We like to sing in darkness, despite the risks involved of making 

mistakes. Why? This is not easy to put into words. When the lights 

are lit, the books, the faces, everything is present and neat, like a reali-

ty that can be grasped immediately. When the lights are extinguished 

and only the tabernacle lamp remains, our voices are there and, there-

fore, the One to Whom they are addressed, yet He remains hidden. 

The night manifests the mystery. Night and mystery are blood broth-

ers. 

For us the mystery is an intensely positive reality. We are like 

children who watch the ocean for the first time. Fascinated by what 

they see, they nevertheless guess that what is found beyond it far sur-

passes their gaze and even their imagination. They can simultaneously 

say that they have seen the ocean, that they know it, and that they 

have still to discover everything. When we are talking about that 
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ocean without a shore, God’s infinitude, the mystery offers an endless 

overture to Him Whom we will never finish discovering. There are 

few words to describe such a fascinating reality… 

ROBERT SARAH: We must humbly acknowledge that it is diffi-

cult to speak about God. The [French] hymn for the Office of Read-

ings on Wednesday of Week I says: “O You, Who are beyond All, is 

that not all that we can sing about You? What hymn, what language 

can express You? No word expresses You… You have all names, and 

how shall I name You, the only One Who cannot he named?” 

Nevertheless, the Psalmist is right when, tormented by the enemy 

and the difficulties of life, he tries out with all his strength: 

To you, O Lord, I call;  

my Rock, be not deaf to me, 

lest, if You be silent to me, 

I become like those who go down to the Pit (Ps 28:1). 

You have seen, O Lord; be not silent! 

Lord, be not far from me! 

Bestir Yourself; and awake for my right, 

for my cause, my God and my Lord! (Ps 35:22-23). 

God, do not keep silence; 

do not hold Your peace or be still, O God! 

For behold, Your enemies are in tumult; 

those who hate You have raised their heads (Ps 83:1-2). 

My God, my God, why have You forsaken me? 

Why are You so far from helping me, from the words of 

my groaning? 

my God, I cry by day, but You do not answer; 

and by night, but find no rest (Ps 22:1-2). 

Rouse Yourself! Why do You sleep, O Lord? 

Awake! Do not cast us off forever! 

Why do You hide Your Face? 

Why do You forget our affliction and oppression? 

(Ps 44:23-24). 

In fact, God seems silent, but He reveals Himself and speaks to 

us through the marvels of creation. It is enough to pay attention like a 

child to the splendors of nature. For nature speaks to us about God. 
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Saint Augustine’s long search also passes by way of his look at the 

work of creation, as this passage from the Confessions testifies: 

I asked the earth and it answered, “I am not He”; and all 

things that are in the earth made the same confession. I asked 

the sea and the deeps and the creeping things, and they an-

swered, “We are not your God, seek higher.” I asked the 

winds that blow, and the whole air with all that is in it an-

swered, “Anaximenes was wrong; I am not God.” I asked the 

heavens, the sun, the moon, the stars, and they answered, 

“Neither are we God Whom you seek.” And I said to all the 

things that throng about the gateways of the senses: “Tell me 

of my God, since you are not He. Tell me something of Him.” 

And they cried out in a great voice: “He made us.” My ques-

tion was my gazing upon them, and their answer was their 

beauty. 

At the Grande Chartreuse, how can anyone not admire these 

beautiful tall mountains covered with snow! Look at their majestic 

beauty! They are a Word of God. 

Man himself is like the face of 

God, because he was created in the 

image of the Father. Psalm 8 says: 

“You have made him little less than 

the angels,” or, in some translations, 

“than God,” “and you have crowned 

him with glory and honor. You have 

given him dominion over the works of 

Your hands” (Ps 8:5-6). Man is a si-

lent, incarnate word of God. The 

moon, the stars, the sun, the sea, the 

firmament are the visible proof of the 

existence and omnipotence of God, 

Who created them out of sheer love. 

These creatures are the powerful, 

mysterious voice of God. This new discovery of God through creation 

awakens an immense love in Saint Augustine. 

I know that no one has ever seen or heard God, except the One 

Who comes in the name of God: He has seen the Father (see Jn 6:46). 

But I also know that He speaks to me every day in my inmost depths, 
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and I hear Him in the silence that gives rise to mutual listening, the 

desire for communion and love. God is a light that illumines and radi-

ates noiselessly. His flame blazes, but its brilliance is silent. God 

shines and blazes like a sun. He burns like a furnace, but He is inau-

dible. This is why I think that it is important to allow ourselves to be 

inundated by God’s silence, which is a voiceless word. 

DYSMAS DE LASSUS: Everything in our relation to God is a para-

dox. The realities that are opposed in man are combined in Him. Pres-

ence and absence overlap, as the poet Rainer Maria Rilke described it 

in a lovely stanza: 

One must be happy to find God 

For those who invent Him out of grief 

Move too fast and search too little 

For the intimacy of His ardent absence. 

Voiceless speech or silent communion: these expressions under-

score the ever-mysterious reality of the encounter with God. How 

could it be otherwise? When the infinite meets the finite, this meeting 

does not fit into our usual frameworks. 

In a Charterhouse [Carthusian monastery], we seek, not silence, 

but, rather, intimacy with God by means of silence. It is the privileged 

space that will allow for communion; it is of the order of language, 

but a different language. 

Thus the Statutes of the Order begin with this foundational sen-

tence: “To the praise of the glory of God, Christ, the Father’s Word, 

has through the Holy Spirit, from the beginning chosen certain men, 

whom He willed to lead into solitude and unite to Himself in intimate 

love. In obedience to such a call, Master Bruno and six companions 

entered the desert of Chartreuse in the year of our Lord 1084 and set-

tled there” (Statutes I.I). 

We must ceaselessly return to the mystery of Jesus Himself. Two 

thousand years ago, God spoke in the world with human speech just 

like ours. Christ lived for thirty-three years on our earth, and during 

thirty years His speech did not go beyond the setting of a village with 

a few hundred inhabitants. This is God’s silence. He is on earth, and 

He remains hidden. Can we speak about a silent God? I would rather 

speak about a hidden God. These are two nuances of one and the 

same reality, which convey the same contrast: God is silent, and this 
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is His way of speaking. He is silent when He speaks. When the Word 

is made flesh, He shows Himself to our eyes, but by that very fact he 

veils His divinity. When that divinity speaks with our man-made 

words, the divine Word is audible to our ears and hidden; most people 

hear only human words and do not pay attention. The paradox is im-

pressive: God stoops to speak our language, and that makes us deaf to 

the divine inflections of this all-too-earthly voice. 

During His life, Jesus spoke with words, and once He even spoke 

with cords. But in the presence of the Sanhedrin, Herod, and Pilate, 

He is quiet. He would explain to the high priest: “I have spoken open-

ly to the world; I have always taught in synagogues and in the temple, 

where all Jews come together; I have said nothing secretly. Why do 

you ask Me? Ask those who have heard Me, what I said to them; they 

know what I said” (Jn 18:20-21). This response would earn Him a 

slap; is this not precisely the current situation? Jesus spoke the word 

that the Father wanted to address to the world. He carried out His 

mission to the end. If we want to know what He is saying to us, we 

must ask those who are His witnesses or those whom He has accredit-

ed, in other words, His Church. But this answer is not popular… 

God’s silence is not so much a matter of Him not speaking as it is the 

manner in which He expresses Himself and our reluctance to listen to 

Him. 

The spiritual life goes through alternating phases in which God 

successively shows and hides Himself, makes Himself heard and is 

quiet. Prayer teaches us the subtleties of divine speech. Is God being 

silent, or are we not hearing Him because our interior ear and our in-

tellect are not accustomed to His language? The fruit of silence is 

learning to discern His voice, even though it always keeps its mys-

tery. 

In prayer, the divine voice is powerful in that it is capable of 

touching us in our inmost depths, but it manifests itself in an extreme-

ly discreet way. The paths of the spiritual life are quite varied, and 

some may pass through a desert that seems endless. There are persons 

for whom God’s silence in their life is almost palpable. This may take 

mystical forms, as shown by the very painful experience of Mother 

Teresa of Calcutta; after years of profound intimacy with the Lord, 

the saint saw everything gradually fade. During the last two years of 

her life, Thérèse of the Child Jesus also experienced this sort of aban-
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donment. However, that is not the general rule, and the contemplative 

soul that has learned the language of the divine Bridegroom, although 

it never hears it as one hears human speech, still learns gradually to 

notice its traces everywhere. This soul then resembles a loving wom-

an who knows that she is deeply loved, waiting to meet in the evening 

the man whom she loves. Now throughout the day she sees every-

where signs of his presence without ever encountering him. Here is a 

love note that is unsigned, but she knows the handwriting too well to 

have any doubt that it comes from him. There is a bouquet of flowers, 

with no explanation, yet from certain details she recognizes that he is 

the one who put it there for her. Later, while walking in the country, 

she hears the music of a flute; she does not know exactly where it 

comes from, but she knows that it is he and that he is playing for her, 

while the person with whom she is walking suspects nothing. And so 

it is the whole day. She senses him everywhere; she sees everywhere 

signs not only of his presence but of his attention to her, and for her he 

speaks unceasingly even though she does not see him anywhere. He 

secretly prepares her for the evening meeting when they will finally 

be able to speak. He is there like a perfume, elusive and yet quite per-

ceptible, present everywhere although one cannot tell where it comes 

from. 

I think that God speaks in silence. I am always struck by His dis-

cretion, by His very tactful manners with their boundless respect for 

our freedom. We are as fragile as glass, and so God tempers His pow-

er and His speech so as to adapt them to our weakness. 

Love does not impose itself; it cannot impose itself. And because 

God is infinite love, His respect and His tact disconcert us. Precisely 

because He is present everywhere, He hides Himself all the more 

carefully so as not to impose Himself. There is a commandment of 

God that asks us to love Him, but this is only an initial level; a Car-

thusian brother explained it delightfully in a note: “My God, it is ex-

traordinary that You should ask us to love You. Given what You are 

and what we are, You ought to forbid us to do so. But if You forbade 

us to love You, I would love you secretly.” 

ROBERT SARAH: Man does not seek silence for the sake of si-

lence. The desire for silence for its own sake would be a sterile ven-

ture, a particularly exhausting aesthetic experience. In the depths of 
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his soul, man wants the presence and company of God, in the same 

way that Christ sought His Father in the desert, far from the cries and 

passions of the crowd. If we really desire Him and if we are in His 

Presence, words are no longer necessary. This silent intimacy with 

God is the only speech, dialogue, and communion. 

At the Grande Chartreuse, I have the sense that silence is a ladder 

that is set up on the earth and whose top reaches heaven. If Jacob had 

been able to spend the night here, I am certain he would have ex-

claimed: “How awesome is this place! This is none other than a house 

of God and the gate of heaven” (see Gn 28:17). 

 

NICOLAS DIAT: Is the reason why Carthusians subject themselves 

to such a silent asceticism because silence is the privileged means of 

finding God? 

DYSMAS DE LASSUS: Silence for us is a form of asceticism and a 

desire. Asceticism because you have to understand that silence de-

mands an effort, but, more than that, it attracts us and we need it. 

Simple things are always difficult to explain. A person who is trying 

to hear a bird-song will be quite irritated if an airplane flies over; his 

space for perception is then reduced, and he can no longer hear the 

bird. Make no mistake: silence is not sought for its own sake but, ra-

ther, for the space it makes. Silence allows us to perceive better and to 

hear better; it opens our inner space. 
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NICOLAS DIAT: It is not sought for its own sake, but it is present 

at every moment… 

DYSMAS DE LASSUS: That is our dearest wish, but do we attain 

this ideal? Let us be realistic, noise dwells in Carthusians, too; we 

know that all too well. Paradoxically, exterior silence and solitude, 

which have the objective of promoting interior silence, begin by re-

vealing all the noise that dwells within us. 

If you have in your pocket a radio that is turned on, you might 

not realize it in the hubbub of a city or of a street because the noise 

that it makes blends in with the environment. But if you enter a 

church, you suddenly understand that incessant chatter is coming 

from your pocket; the first thing you will do is try to turn it off. Alas, 

there is no switch to reduce the chattering of our imagination… The 

first step consists of becoming aware of this, even though it is not 

very pleasant. 

The silence that reigns in the monastery is not enough. Attaining 

communion in silence requires long work that is started over and over 

again indefinitely. We must be patient, and the efforts to be made are 

difficult; when our imagination finally agrees to cooperate and to qui-

et down, the moments of profound intimacy with God amply repay 

the efforts that were necessary to make room for Him. 

But we can never create intimacy with God; it always comes 

from above, and our responsibility is to build the setting in which the 

encounter can take place. 

Well, solitude helps us. Interior silence is much easier to attain 

when we are alone. Before the night Office in church, I have always 

loved the time of solitary prayer in the cell. We have just got up, in 

the middle of the night, and this time is something unique, We must 

not idealize it; I am not saying that peace of heart is always present 

then, but generally the silent communion blossoms much more natu-

rally. I would like to make this recollection last during the recitation 

of the Office in choir that follows immediately, but I can rarely regain 

the same quality of communion because the communal dimension of 

the liturgy sets thoughts in motion. 
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As long as there are lovers on earth, they will seek to see each 

other alone, and silence will have a part in their encounter. This is 

perhaps the simplest way 

to explain our choice of 

life. Silence and solitude in 

a Charterhouse have their 

meaning in this great desire 

for intimacy with God. For 

the sons of Saint Bruno, 

silence and solitude are the 

perfect place for a heart-to-

heart conversation. 

ROBERT SARAH: I am 

completely in agreement 

with Dom Dysmas. Soli-

tude is indispensable in 

creating a space of silence. 

There is no need for partic-

ular speech in order to be 

with God. We have only to be quiet and to contemplate His love. In 

the silence, we look at God and let Him look at us. 

God sees us at every moment, but when we surrender to Him, 

His look is more penetrating; we perceive the kindness of His eyes 

and His Presence illumines us, calms us, and divinizes us. 

The Gospels urge people to seek, not silence, but the desert so as 

to find communion with God. In the New Testament there is no in-

stance where Christ seeks silence. In the desert, He wishes to bring 

together better conditions for His intimacy with the Father so as to 

allow Himself to be penetrated by His will. 

DYSMAS DE LASSUS: In speaking about prayer, Saint John of the 

Cross says that it resembles “a person who opens his eyes with loving 

attention” (Living Flame 3, 33). Automatically, this look is silent and 

amazed. The peasant from Ars, a parishioner of Saint John Vianney, 

said so poetically: “I look at Him and He looks at me.” An exchange 

of looks—what could be more eloquent when this comes from the 

heart and goes to the heart? 
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ROBERT SARAH: The peasant expresses himself very little. He 

fathoms with his frank, pure look this silent Presence of Jesus, Who 

burns with love for us. God is silent. But His look crosses ours and 

fills the human heart with its strength and its merciful tenderness. 

DYSMAS DE LASSUS: Yes, we do not hear God with our ears be-

cause He speaks in another way. In his book Paths to Contemplation, 

the Jesuit Yves Raguin says: “That which comes from God may ap-

pear to us as coming from the depths of the unconscious, but in a light 

that has come from farther away we know that it comes from Him.” It 

is useless to try to separate the human element from the divine; one is 

within the other. Retreatants who aspire to enter the Grande Char-

treuse have often asked me how they could be sure that God was call-

ing them to the desert. I always told them I had no idea… God mani-

fests Himself in many ways, and I cannot guess, nor can they, which 

way He will take for them. But heaven always ends up manifesting 

itself. 

With time, we end up knowing God’s language, a language that 

is different for each person. I know well the language that He uses for 

me, with its unique way of blending human and divine elements, and I 

can testify that it is marvelously well adapted. More than just words, 

it is a love that awakens, and I know that it comes from elsewhere 

because its source is not in me. 

Divine intimacy… It is not always granted to us, and the desert 

can be arid. When it is manifested, its melody resounds much more 

deeply than the well-being of simple silence with God. 

In one passage of the Confessions, Saint Augustine uses the lan-

guage of interior senses to express the fact that this intimacy with God 

is both familiar, close, and very concrete and, at the same time, im-

perceptible to our ordinary senses: 

It is with no doubtful knowledge, Lord, but with utter certain-

ty that I love You… But what is it that I love when I love You? 

Not the beauty of any bodily thing, nor the order of seasons, 

not the brightness of light that rejoices the eye, nor the sweet 

melodies of all songs, nor the sweet fragrance of flowers and 

ointments and spices; not manna nor honey, not the limbs that 

carnal love embraces. None of these things do I love in loving 

my God. Yet in a sense I do love light and melody and fra-
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grance and food and embrace when I love my God—the light 

and the voice and the fragrance and the food and embrace in 

the soul, when that light shines upon my soul which no place 

can contain, that voice sounds which no time can take from 

me, I breathe that fragrance which no wind scatters, I eat the 

food which is not lessened by eating, and I lie in the embrace 

which satiety never come to sunder. This is that I love, when I 

love my God (X, 6, 8). 

NICOLAS DIAT: Your Eminence, you often speak about silence as 

God in us. Dom Dysmas, do you agree with this concept? 

DYSMAS DE LASSUS: Yes, certainly, since we are speaking about 

a silence of communion. I would put these two complementary di-

mensions together: God in us, and we in God, since Jesus uses this 

expression: “You [are] in Me, and I in You” (Jn 14:20); “You, Father, 

are in Me, and I in You” (Jn 17:21). These are two facets of one and 

the same reality. We may be more sensitive to one or the other, but I 

do not think it is possible to separate them entirely. 

By baptism, the Trinity itself comes to make its dwelling in us. 

According to Saint Paul, we are temples of the Holy Spirit. This same 

baptism makes us children of God. If only we could really understand 

these few words! An unfathomable mystery is born in the extreme 

simplicity of the sacrament: water and the word are there to signify an 

unimaginable reality. I am thinking of the remark of a Byzantine poet 

who alluded to the theophany on Mount Sinai: “Thunder, lightning, 

the earth quakes. But when You de-

scended into the womb of a virgin, 

Your step made no noise.” 

If God’s entrance among us oc-

curred in silence, it is quite normal 

that communion with Him should be 

marked by the same seal. Our Stat-

utes (13.15) quote Basil of Ancyra 

(De Virginitate, PG 30, 765): “In 

solitude, then, let the monk’s soul be 

like a tranquil lake, whose waters well up from the purest sources of 

the spirit and, untroubled by news coming from outside, like a clear 

mirror reflect one image only, that of Christ.” 
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God in us! However much these words may lead us to dream, it 

is a reality. Jesus says: “If a man loves Me, he will keep My word, 

and My Father will love him, and We will come to him and make Our 

home with him” (Jn 14:23). 

This truth of the faith opens us hic et nunc [here and now] to the 

most profound intimacy with God. It is the lighthouse of our life. I am 

deeply convinced that if Christians were more conscious of this reali-

ty, their lives would be transformed, and the world, too. 

It seems to me important to maintain an equilibrium between the 

closeness and the transcendence of God. In the Confessions, Saint 

Augustine famously formulated the problem: “Intimior intimo meo et 

superior summo meo.” [“More inward than the most inward place of 

my heart and loftier than the highest.”] To hold one without the other 

can lead to spiritual disorders. On the one hand, a sort of excessive 

familiarity with a God Who is too much on our own scale, Who is no 

longer really God, and, on the other hand, an uneasy, almost Jansenist 

distance. 

The mystery is none other than the divine “filiation” or sonship 

that is offered to us. If only we could understand! If only we could 

experience it more! Nothing could trouble us then. The difficulties of 

life would not be changed, but they could no longer affect the heart of 

our life. Saint Paul tells us: “He Who did not spare His own Son but 

gave Him up for us all, will He not also give us all things with Him?” 

(Rom 8:32). If I know that I have received everything, I can lack 

nothing. We speak about silence: the profound peace of the soul that 

knows that it is loved beyond its wildest dreams, the unchangeable 

calm that dwells within it—is that not interior silence? A living, ex-

pressive, inhabited silence. Trembling expectation in the hope of the 

day of the great face-to-face encounter. 

It is fundamentally important to remain in the intimacy of God 

and of His extraordinary simplicity, I would even say “familiarity” 

toward us, yet also to understand the meaning of transcendence, the 

immensity that surpasses us and calls us in one and the same move-

ment. Only this balance can lend to our relation with God its full 

depth, because the ineffable miracle of divine intimacy comes pre-

cisely from His transcendence. How can what is infinite not only 

come to meet us but also form an intimate relation with what is finite, 

its creature? 
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ROBERT SARAH: God is great. God is beyond contingencies, God 

is immense. It is true that I would never automatically use the word 

“familiarity” in speaking about God. When you are familiar with 

someone, you take almost every sort of liberty, and you are less care-

ful about your gestures and words. It is not possible to allow oneself 

to behave that way with God, even though He is our Father. God is 

silence, God is love. We approach love as something sacred, with 

dignity, respect, and adoration. To me it seems strange to try to create 

tangible relations with the divine that are devoid of reverence. 

The silence that brings us close to God is always a respectful si-

lence, a silence of adoration, a silence of filial love. It is never a trivial 

silence. 

God in us, and we in God, only love can carry out that plan infal-

libly. Jesus, on several occasions, confirms that God is a burning 

presence in the depths of our soul, a real presence, the presence apart 

from which we cannot encounter anyone: “He who eats My Flesh and 

drinks My Blood abides in Me, and I in him” (Jn 6:56). 

Saint Paul offers us his own interior experience, which seems to 

convey this grace given to mankind: “I have been crucified with 

Christ; it is no longer I who live, but Christ Who lives in me; and the 

life I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, Who 
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loved me and gave Himself for me. I do not nullify the grace of God” 

(Gal 2:20-21). 

After his conversion, Saint Augustine, too, would discover this 

Presence of God hidden in the inmost depths of every man. In his 

Confessions, he writes these magnificent lines: 

“Late have I loved Thee, O Beauty so ancient and so new; 

late have I loved Thee! For behold Thou wert within me, and 

I outside; and I sought Thee outside and in my unloveliness 

fell upon those lovely things that Thou hast made. Thou wert 

with me and I was not with Thee. I was kept from Thee by 

those things, yet had they not been in Thee, they would not 

have been at all.” 

In a great, thoroughly erudite book, Saint Grégoire le Grand: 

Culture et expérience chrétiennes [Gregory the Great: Christian Cul-

ture and Experience], Bishop Claude Dagens writes: 

And so in converting, Saint Augustine made a twofold discov-

ery. First of all, he understood why he had lived until then in 

sin: his error had consisted in letting himself be distracted 

from himself, drawn by carnal lusts, dominated by exteriority. 

This way could not lead to God because—and this is the sec-

ond discovery, which complements the first—God is a reality 

that is profoundly interior to man, and, consequently, man 

can find Him only by not going out of himself, by not giving in 

to the fascination of exteriority, and by converting to interior-

ity. Of course, Saint Gregory the Great had no experience of 

sin or conversion comparable to Saint Augustine’s. It is all 

the more significant to observe how close his concept of sin is 

to that of the author of the Confessions: for both writers, the 

soul lives in sin when it goes out of itself and becomes the 

prey of the seductions of the external world, of this wicked, 

adulterous generation. The path that leads to God is the path 

of interiority. 

The silent apostasy of which Saint John Paul II spoke has turned 

into a militant apostasy. In our relativistic societies, no one acknowl-

edges any more that he is a sinner. Sin and repentance have become 

traumatizing states of soul from which one must be liberated so as to 

be able to enjoy good spiritual health. We consider ourselves victims 

of our heredity, of our environment, or of circumstances. Men no 
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longer want to see themselves as anything but fragile, wounded per-

sons. The impression is given that sin no longer exists; adultery, di-

vorce, cohabitation are no longer to be considered serious sins. They 

are failures or stages along the way to a distant ideal. Who worries 

about the invasion of hedonism and moral laxism, of barbaric disdain 

for women, who are exploited as sex objects by pornography and 

prostitution? Nevertheless, “If we say we have no sin, we deceive 

ourselves, and the truth is not in us. If we confess our sins, He is faith-

ful and just, and will forgive our sins and cleanse us from all unright-

eousness. If we say we have not sinned, we make Him a liar, and His 

word is not in us” (1 Jn 1:8-10). Why is the post-humanist world no 

longer willing to acknowledge sin? Sin is not an abstract reality or a 

stain on a garment. It is the rejection of God’s law, opposition to God. 

Sin is a breach of an alliance, the deterioration of our personal rela-

tionship with God. Sin is self-destructive, comparable to a person who 

ruins himself by drug abuse or taking poison. Nevertheless, God does 

not want us to destroy something important in ourselves or in others; 

sin displeases Him and painfully offends Him. God calls us to conver-

sion and to a radical rejection of sin. If we experience a genuine con-

version of heart, after the example of Saint Paul and Saint Augustine, 

we will really be able to touch the silent presence of God in our life. 

In the Confessions, Saint Augustine calls this Presence the Life of his 

life: “When once I shall be united to Thee with all my being, there 

shall be no more grief and toil, and my life will be alive, filled wholly 

with Thee.” 

How could we live without God? His Presence in us is terrifying, 

unsettling, but life-giving, sweet, and calming at the same time. It is 

distant, because of our sins, and close because of God’s infinite mer-

cy. It is frightening, because it burns and consumes us like a charring 

fire, but it embraces us tenderly like a Father. 

NICOLAS DIAT: In a Charterhouse, how do the monks learn to 

tame silence, to get past their failures when silence becomes impossi-

ble, and simply not to fear silence? 

DYSMAS DE LASSUS: I will start with the last part of your ques-

tion; I would say that someone who fears silence will not remain with 

us. The uneasiness does not come from the silence itself but about 

what it reveals. A retreatant comes to a Charterhouse in order to en-
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counter God, and he begins by encountering an unexpected person: 

himself. The surprise is not particularly pleasant. 

Let us suppose you have a rather gloomy room and that you are 

not a specialist in orderliness or sweeping. Since you do not consider 

it a big deal, it does not bother you too much. But now a guest has the 

unfortunate idea of turning on a very powerful floodlight. The specta-

cle becomes embarrassing… When a candidate comes to make a re-

treat with us, many memories rise again to the surface. They have 

been in him for a long time, covered up by the noises of life. When 

the commotion stops, he can no longer escape, and he understands 

that the silence and solitude of the cell that he perceived as a place of 

rest are also a place of trial where he will have to face the most diffi-

cult combat: the battle with himself. 

It is a matter of taming the menagerie that lives inside us if we 

want the wild animals to be able to leave us in silence some day. Ex-

terior silence, the silence of the house itself and the silence of the lips, 

is part of the itinerary. It is prescribed in our Statutes. The simple ex-

perience of constantly being quiet strikes an invisible chord within us. 

In the act of being quiet together, 

there is a very rich dimension, 

the tangible expression of our 

common quest to maintain a dia-

logue with God. It is a matter of 

respecting the other’s silence. 

The apprenticeship of this exter-

nal level is completed with time. 

We learn to give meaning to si-

lence. 

But the more difficult task is 

interior silence. In the cell, or 

during prayer, the big noises of 

the soul can be unleashed. Men-

tal games, thoughts, and emo-

tions are happy to come distract 

us from our prayer. In the etymo-

logical sense, it is a noise that comes to tear us apart and separate us 

from one another. What are these distractions? If we look closely, we 
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observe that it is always an imaginary dialogue. We speak to persons 

about this or that subject… 

The silence of the lips requires a bit of willpower; interior atten-

tion, in silence, to what is dwelling within us, requires long work—a 

genuine taming process, to repeat the word that you used. 

The apprenticeship of silence requires that we rest in the Lord’s 

presence. It is a matter, not of struggling against our interior thoughts, 

but rather of unceasingly returning to God. Distractions are formida-

ble because we do not see them coming and before we realize it they 

have led us away! The movement of returning to God, as soon as we 

notice that we have strayed, shows that our intention has not changed: 

to be with Him. Really there is one aspect of the work, which has to 

be started over again and again indefinitely, that consists of letting 

oneself be drawn. But the essential thing is contributed by the Lord. 

We work in one part of the garden, but the true germination is God’s 

gift. The saying by Isaac of Nineveh is correct: “God led His servant 

into the desert to speak to his heart; but only the one who keeps listen-

ing there in the silence perceives the breath and the light breeze in 

which the Lord manifests Himself. At the beginning it takes an effort 

in order to be quiet, but if we are faithful, little by little, something is 

born of our silence that attracts us to more silence.” We know that this 

“something”, whose contours I could not define, is in reality “Some-

one” Who draws us more and more into His mystery. 

When the monk enters into the depths of solitude, and his desire 

to be with God is sufficiently strong, silence really becomes a privi-

leged way. 

ROBERT SARAH: Authentic silence, in other words, exterior and 

interior silence, the absolute silence of the imagination, memory, and 

will, plunges us into a divine milieu. Then our whole being belongs to 

God. 

It is necessary, however, to acknowledge that silence is difficult. 

It scares us. It gives us a greater awareness of our helplessness and 

awakens a certain fear of our isolation in the presence of the invisible 

God. Silence awakens the anxiety of confronting the bare realities that 

are at the bottom of our soul. Our interior temple is often so ugly that 

we prefer to live on the outside of ourselves in order to hide in world-

ly devices and noises. But the moments of silence lead infallibly to 
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profound decisions, wordless decisions, a gift of my inmost “self.” 

Conversions take place silently and not in spectacular gestures. Re-

turning to God, burying oneself in Him, this total gift, these moments 

of intimacy with God are always mysterious and secret. They involve 

an absolute silence, a formidable discretion. I think that it is really 

necessary to practice silence. 

In my life, I was initiated into silence during my years at semi-

nary. There were obligatory times of silence. But it is necessary to 

consent joyfully, to welcome them as precious, privileged moments 

for building up our interior life. Indeed, the priest’s vocation and mis-

sion is to stand constantly facing a silent God, Whose heart nonethe-

less watches, listens, and reshapes us in His likeness so that we might 

“be conformed to the image of His Son, in order that He might be the 

first-born among many brethren” (Rom 8:29). During this period of 

formation, I quickly realized that unless there is a very strong disci-

pline that consists of desiring to encounter God, silence is difficult 

and nothing urges you to seek it diligently. In fact, silence is an eleva-

tor that allows us to encounter God, on one level after another. 

Monasteries, Charterhouses in particular, are special silent ways 

of gaining access to God. But silence must also shape the souls of 

seminarians and priests. 

NICOLAS DIAT: Could we 

then speak about a spiral of si-

lence? 

DYSMAS DE LASSUS: Man 

can notice these spirals in any 

loving relationship that goes a 

certain distance. At the begin-

ning, speech rules; there is so 

much to discover about the other 

person. With time, silent pres-

ence becomes increasingly preva-

lent. It is enough to be together 

because a look expresses more 

than words do. The same trend is 

found in our relationship with God. Like any relationship, it has a his-

tory, it develops. Isaac of Nineveh, in the text I just quoted, expressed 
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it as follows: “Little by little, something attracts us to more silence,” 

which implies, in fact, a new mode of relationship. It all happens as 

with a book: in order to uncover a new page, you have to turn—and 

therefore hide and, in a way, abandon—the preceding one. 

With God, this movement has no end, since He is infinite. The 

divine intimacy that overwhelmed us gives way little by little to a 

kind of dissatisfaction; we hear something like a call to go farther but 

without knowing in what direction. Everything happens as though the 

Lord stopped showing up at our appointment with Him; or, more pre-

cisely, we are the ones who no longer show up. We stayed at the same 

place, while the Lord walked farther on. At this stage, it is necessary 

to give something up in order to listen for the signs that He is giving, 

like a child lost in the forest who listens in the utmost silence so as to 

have a change to hear a voice that would give him some indication of 

what direction to take. 

In a beautiful passage about the prayer of the heart, Dom André 

Poisson relates how, before entering a Charterhouse, he had found “a 

little spring that established between my heart and God an infinitely 

profound, true bond.” And then one day, much later, he had a doubt 

and realized that this little spring was not God, whereas he thirsted for 

Him alone. Dom Andre understood that he had to abandon his dear 

spring in order to “find the means, the attitude of heart, by which I 

would open the door directly to Him Who had been knocking in vain 

for so long, because in my prayer I was primarily concerned with my-

self.” The little spring of Dom André was certainly good and pre-

cious, but only for a time, and he was not to stop there. Like a hiker 

who discovers some marvelous scenery; he will stop so as to enjoy it 

for a long time. But the moment comes when he must get back on the 

road again for other even more beautiful surprises. 

This is the reason for these alternations that seem to be a spiral. 

In order to discover a new relationship, a new language, the one we 

know must be quiet. It takes a lot of silence and attention to discover 

the new music to which we are not accustomed. 

The major obstacle, generally, comes from our tendency to stand 

still as long as we have a system that works. Our heart, accustomed to 

a certain relationship with God, is reluctant to change in order to enter 

into a new relationship; nevertheless, the Lord is impatient to make 
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progress. Then He goes on ahead in order to oblige us to set out again 

on the road. 

NICOLAS DIAT: The Christian God is a hidden God. This is one of 

the great mysteries of Providence as it governs the world. It is also 

one of the aspects of life here on earth that prevents people from be-

lieving: this famous Deus absconditus (hidden God)… 

DYSMAS DE LASSUS: It is important to quote the statement by 

Saint Paul: “The creation waits with eager longing for the revealing of 

the sons of God” (Rom 8:19). We do not yet know what we are and 

what we will be. 

In the day-by-day course of the world, God’s silence is a very 

impressive phenomenon. How are we to understand the meaning of 

this absence? It is certainly easier to comprehend in our personal life. 

Man, as a creature, is marked by an ontological selfishness. An 

infant who is born has consciousness only of himself. Initially he per-

ceives his mother as an extension of his own person. We all started by 

being solipsists! Gradually, through frustration, the baby ends up un-

derstanding that his mother is another person. Several stages and 

some years later, he will arrive at a love that is at first prompted by 

self-interest but finally gratuitous. 

In a parallel way, in the spiritual life we must travel an immense 

distance. It is necessary to go from total selfishness to sacrificial love 

that is no longer focused at all on self, in the image of God’s own 

great love. This is the progress of the smallest creature toward the 

infinity of heaven… Such an evolution would normally take an ex-

tremely long time. But everything happens as though God were in a 

hurry. Therefore, we should not be surprised if this accelerated course 

is rather rough. Life is too short to complete such an important jour-

ney! If you look at it from the perspective of eternity, our life is only a 

brief instant. But that does not prevent us from feeling that it is long, 

especially if one is suffering. Let us keep this difference in mind; it 

will help us to understand. When we have gone over to God’s side, 

we will see things just as He does. Jesus explained this: A woman 

who is giving birth is in pain because her hour has come. But when 

the infant is born, she no longer remembers her suffering, because she 

is happy that a child is born into the world (see Jn 16:21). 
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On this earth we have the unique opportunity to love God while 

He is hidden from our eyes and ears. Faith is not granted in the light 

because that dazzling splendor is reserved for eternity. But when the 

time comes for Him to reveal Himself fully, our joy will be eternal for 

having loved Him thus without seeing Him. Jesus had said to His dis-

ciples: “You are those who have continued with Me in My trials; as 

My Father appointed a Kingdom for Me, so do I appoint for you that 

you may eat and drink at My table in My Kingdom, and sit on thrones 

judging the twelve tribes of Israel” (Lk 22:28-30). And as for Him: 

“Was it not necessary that the Christ should suffer these things and 

enter into His glory?” (Lk 24:26). It is the same with those who are 

invited to follow Him by taking up 

their cross. 

It may be heavy and terrifying, 

but Saint Paul reminds us that “God 

is faithful, and He will not let you 

be tempted beyond your strength” 

(1 Cor 10:13) 

Let us remain humble when 

we speak about someone else’s suf-

fering. Only the one who has truly 

suffered has the right to speak. In 

Le Heurtoir [The Door Knocker], 

Paul Claudel wrote: “God did not 

come to do away with suffering; He 

did not even come to explain it. He 

came to fill it with His presence.” I 

would add: He came to share in it, and this mystery, which is en-

graved on the Risen Body of Jesus, will always remain a source of joy 

and wonder. Psalm 116 says: “What shall I render to the Lord for all 

His bounty to me?” (Ps 116:12). 

ROBERT SARAH: I agree with Dom Dysmas’ insight. True love is 

not necessarily visible. God is true love. He is a consuming fire that 

cannot be extinguished, so passionately does He love us through the 

mystery of the Cross. He is Deus absconditus, the invisible, hidden 

God. But at the same time He made Himself visible in His Son, 

“through Whom He created the ages. He reflects the glory of God and 
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bears the very stamp of His nature, upholding the universe by His 

word of power” (Heb 1:2-3). He is therefore close to us. In our mate-

rialistic societies, we always think that what is true has to be tangible 

and immediate. But God’s love is veiled in silence, suffering, death, 

in the tortured, ruined flesh of Jesus Who is dying on the Cross. 

The prophet Elijah would have loved to see the Face of God. 

This is also the desire and the religious anxiety most deeply anchored 

in the heart of every person. But one cannot see God without dying of 

fright, astonishment, and wonder. Nevertheless, God could not leave 

us alone without satisfying such a profound human desire. According 

to the Letter to the Hebrews, when the time was fulfilled, God hid 

Himself behind the face of a little infant. Majesty chose vulnerability. 

The Infinite accepted the Cross and the greatest humiliation, because 

self-emptying is the expression of love. 

Man would like to possess an immediate comprehension of God. 

But the Father is hidden behind a veil, and we will not be able to re-

move the mystery completely until after our death. 

By His silence, God wants to give us an opportunity to go be-

yond merely human love so as to understand divine love. 

NICOLAS DIAT: How can a Carthusian understand the unfathom-

able mystery of God’s silence, given the atrocities that are committed 

every day right before our eyes? In Iraq and Syria, children are muti-

lated, violated, sold, reduced to slavery, crucified, and God does not 

say a word? The Islamic State’s policy of extermination is unleashed 

against the Christians of the Near East, and the God of love seems 

absent? 

DYSMAS DE LASSUS: May I first broaden the question? The cur-

rent genocide of babies with Down syndrome in the West is no less 

tragic, and I am not sure that it is less barbaric; it is only less visible. 

In these circumstances, which affect both East and West, I think that 

we must meditate on the Book of Job. In his certainty that he has the 

right to do so, Job goes so far as to provoke God to judgment. What is 

God’s response? God simply tells Job that he cannot understand, but 

He takes part in his revolt and says that he is right. At the end of the 

book He addresses Job’s friends as follows: “You have not spoken of 

Me what is right, as My servant Job has” (Job 42:8). 
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But Job cannot understand God’s designs because the essential 

key, eternal life, has not yet been granted. The worst things have an 

end when we have gone over to the side of the Kingdom of God. 

Look at the migrants: they are ready to face extreme dangers in the 

faint hope of finding a better life in Europe for a few years. But God 

our Father is preparing us for an infinitely better life without limits. 

What man lacks is the ability to imagine eternity, unending fullness 

granted through total communion with God, the land where the justice 

that the prophets attempted to describe will take shape. 

God’s silence cannot be understood without the perspective of 

eternal life. God’s time is different from ours; for Him, “a thousand 

years [are] as one day” (2 Pt 3:8). He lets us experience trials for a 

little while before saving us for a whole lifetime. Who would dare to 

complain about a surgeon who, in the two hours of a painful opera-

tion, cured a sick person for the rest of his life? His office would be 

swamped with calls! Before entering Carmel, Saint Thérèse of the 

Child Jesus had read Father Arminjon’s conferences on eternal life. 

One remark had struck her; the priest said that when the soul had de-

parted from this life, the Lord would say to her: “My turn now!” This 

means: “During your earthly life, you gave Me all you could by way 

of love, and now it is My turn to give, infinitely and for all eternity.” 

Jesus had said: “Truly, I say to you, there is no one who has left house 

or brothers or sisters or mother or father or children or lands, for my 

sake and for the Gospel, who will not receive a hundredfold now in 

this time, houses and brothers and sisters and mothers and children 

and lands, with persecutions, and in the age to come eternal life” (Mk 

10:29-30). 

We must understand in the same way God’s silence, which has 

no definitive meaning. He keeps quiet for a few hours while leaving 

the world in our hands. But the day will come when He will “make all 

things new” (Rv 21:5). 

God can draw the greatest good from evil itself. Everything God 

permits has a meaning. To the mystic Julian of Norwich, who liked to 

talk about God’s courtesy, affability, simplicity, and modesty and 

who one night had fifteen visions on which she meditated for the rest 

of her life, Jesus had “showed me that Adam’s sin was the greatest 

harm that ever was done, or ever shall be, until the end of the world.” 

He then added this extraordinary remark: “Since I have turned the 
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greatest possible harm into good, it is My will that you should know 

from this that I shall turn all lesser evil into good.” In order to console 

her, He told her: “I shall make well all that is not well and you shall 

see it.” The recluse concluded: “[It was] as if [our Lord] said: ‘Pay 

attention to this now, faithfully and con-

fidently, and at the end of time you will 

truly see it in the fullness of joy.’” 

Finally, we are a little like Job. We 

know now that eternal life exists, but we 

have no experience of it. So we continue 

to stumble over the evil of this earth. 

With Pascal, we must place a bet on eter-

nity. Jesus did not say very much that 

allows us to imagine eternal life, but we 

can be certain about one thing: “Whatev-

er is true, whatever is honorable, whatev-

er is just, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is gracious, if 

there is any excellence, if there is anything worthy of praise” (Phil 

4:8); and also whatever is beautiful: nothing of that will be destroyed; 

on the contrary, all will be accomplished so as to attain its fullness. 

ROBERT SARAH: We are often revolted by unbearable events. 

God seems to sleep and not to defend His weakest children. He has 

His way of caring for the poor that we cannot understand. God wants 

this suffering to contribute to the salvation of the world like the death 

of Christ Himself. In reality, a world without God is a very cruel 

world that sheds rivers of blood; its barbarity is repeated under all 

skies and in every historical era. 

Let us remember Auschwitz. Inside the concentration camp, 

there was a horrible prison, the famous starvation bunker designed for 

a slow, cynical death. There, in an underground cell, Saint Maximili-

an Kolbe died after a long and terrible agony. All around him there 

was nothing but torture, barbarity, suffering, and misery. Outside 

there was a yard where some twenty thousand men were assassinated; 

beside it, the “hospital” where they conducted vivisection on human 

beings and, at the end of an avenue, the crematorium. However, in 

Father Maximilian Kolbe’s heart, joy reigned, along with the peace 

that Christ had promised to give to His disciples and to those who 
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follow His example in dying on the Cross, like Him, so that others 

might live. In similar circumstances, Saint Thomas More, who was 

imprisoned and then executed, prayed in the Tower of London for the 

grace “of worldly substance, friends, liberty, life and all, to set the 

loss at naught, for the winning of Christ.” 

I could look the same way at the murder of the seven monks in 

Tibhirine, Algeria, in 1996. Their sole vocation was prayer and the 

service of God and of their brothers. All these deaths participate in the 

death of Christ for the salvation of the world. 

There are many today who are enduring a non-bloody martyrdom 

while trying to live out their faith in a world that is increasingly athe-

istic, hedonistic, and indifferent or even hostile to God. We must not 

fear the world’s opposition; this growing hatred should instead glad-

den us. This is what Jesus had promised: “Remember the word that I 

said to you, ‘A servant is not greater than his master.’ If they perse-

cuted Me, they will persecute you; if they kept My word, they will 

keep yours also. But all this they will do to you on My account, be-

cause they do not know Him Who sent Me” (Jn 15:20-21). When the 

Christian faith is persecuted, it becomes stronger. 

Certainly, we will always be surprised by God’s choices. Man 

cannot immediately grasp the good that God intends for him while he 

is going through the most horrible trial. 

Only a faith perspective can enable us to continue to advance to-

ward God. Who knows whether God might give, at the moment of 

His choosing, a magnificent springtime to the Christians of the Near 

East? Our human eyes are too feeble and sick to understand heaven’s 

economy. 

DYSMAS DE LASSUS: I would simply like to recall a story. One 

issue of the magazine Cahiers sur l’Oraison [Notebooks on Prayer] 

reports that before leaving for the gas chamber, a Jew wrote on a slip 

of paper: “Lord, remember also the men of ill will, but do not remem-

ber then their cruelties. Remember the fruits that we have borne be-

cause of what they did. And grant, Lord, that the fruits that we have 

borne may one day be their redemption.” 

We should meditate on the grandeur of this message, which 

shows that the Holy Spirit was at work in the horror of the concentra-

tion camps. In the Book of Daniel, God does not prevent the three 
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young men from being thrown into the furnace, but He protects them 

because the angel of the Lord goes down into it with them. This story 

is symbolic. God does not spare us the trial, but as He tells us in 

Psalm 91:15-16: “I will be with him in trouble, I will rescue him and 

honor him. With long life I will satisfy him, and show him My salva-

tion.” 

ROBERT SARAH: It is urgent for the modern world to regain a 

faith perspective. Otherwise mankind is headed for its destruction. 

The Church cannot confine herself to a merely social vision. Charity 

has a spiritual meaning. Charity is closely related to God’s silence. 

God has a plan of salvation for the whole world, and men must 

always seek to understand His perspective better. We must be willing 

to join Him in His silence. 

NICOLAS DIAT: Reverend Father, as we were preparing our in-

terview, you said to me: “As with all the great questions, the more we 

reflect on silence, the less we understand. Who has ever understood 

love?” Your Eminence, do you subscribe to this difficult yet hope-

filled remark? 

ROBERT SARAH: Who can understand God? Who can enter into 

His silence so as to comprehend its mystery and fruitfulness? We can 

reflect on silence so as to draw closer to God, but there comes a time 

when our thinking can make no more progress. As with all questions 

connected with God, there is a stage when the search can go no far-

ther. The only thing to do is to raise our eyes, to stretch out our hands 

toward God, and to pray in silence while awaiting the dawn. 

Silence is part of these inquiries that show us that there is a mys-

tery in the presence of mystery. 

Silence is the prerequisite for being open to the great answers 

that will be given to us after death. We would like God to speak right 

now while we are passing through this world. But for the moment, we 

live in the night, praying in silence. One day we will understand eve-

rything. Until then, it is necessary to seek without making noise. I 

know well that God’s silence constantly runs into man’s impatience. 

Nowadays, moreover, man fosters a kind of compulsive relationship 

with time. 
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DYSMAS DE LASSUS: When I was in the novitiate, the Novice 

Master assigned me to read The Mysteries of Christianity by Matthias 

Joseph Scheeben. At the end of each chapter, the theologian took care 

to emphasize that we had understood little and that most of it still 

eluded us. He was right: the more we study a mystery, the more we 

understand that we do not understand, and this causes our wonder to 

grow. 

It is fortunate that so many problems elude us; an infinite number 

of them remain to be discovered. The most familiar realities are full of 

mystery. For example, the more science advances, the less it under-

stands matter. Only someone who has not reflected on it thinks that he 

knows what time is. How can we imagine that we could solve the 

problem of the meaning of God’s action in this world? 

Contemplation is nourished more by what we do not understand. 

In meditation, a man seeks to grasp something of the mystery. In con-

templation, he marvels and abandons himself to God’s love, which 

surpasses us. 

“If you understood Him, it would not be God”, Saint Augustine 

wrote (Sermon 117). In faith, lack of understanding is essential, and it 

is not a form of frustration; it enables us to dream. A yawning space 

has opened, and our silence comes to slip into this expectation. 

NICOLAS DIAT: Why is silence so important for the Church? 

ROBERT SARAH: If man seeks God and wants to find Him, if he 

desires a life of the most intimate union with Him, silence is the most 

direct path and the surest means of attaining it. Silence is of capital 

importance because it enables the Church to walk in the footsteps of 

Jesus, imitating His thirty silent years in Nazareth, His forty days and 

forty nights of fasting and intimate dialogue with the Father in the 

solitude and silence of the desert. Like Jesus, confronted with the de-

mands of His Father’s will, the Church must seek silence in order to 

enter ever more deeply into the mystery of Christ. The Church must 

be the reflection of the light that pours out from Christ. And the light 

of Christ gleams, radiates, and illumines in silence and cannot be 

stopped by the deafening night of sin, which prompts Saint John to 

say: “The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not over-

come it” (Jn 1:5). 
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Light makes no noise. If we want to approach this luminous 

source, we must assume an attitude of contemplation and silence. 

In order to reflect the brilliant light of Christ, Christians must re-

semble the Son of God. This outpouring of light is always discreet. 

The true nature of the Church is not found in what she does but 

in what she testifies. Wherever deep, mysterious things are, there is 

silence. Christ asked us to be a light. He ordered us, not to conquer 

the world, but to show men the way, the truth, and the life. He asked 

us to be silent but convincing witnesses of His love. 

Silence is the place where we welcome mysteries. Why is Holy 

Week celebrated in silence? The answer is simple: We must enter into 

the Passion in order to be conformed to 

Christ, to be in communion with His 

sufferings, to become like Him in His 

death, so as to arrive at the resurrection 

from the dead (see Phil 3:10). The pro-

found silence of Holy Saturday is not a 

day of sadness but a moment of our 

being placed into the tomb with Christ 

and of contemplating the mystery that 

reason cannot fathom without the help 

of Him Who reads the secrets of hearts 

and knows what is the desire of the 

Spirit (see Rom 8:27). Led by the Holy 

Spirit, the Church has a mission to ed-

ucate the faithful in silence because there is no life in silence without 

a life totally led by the Spirit. 

How could I forget the Holy Spirit missionaries whom I saw 

praying for long hours in the silence of the church in my village of 

Ourous? They were absolutely faithful to Christ’s teachings. These 

priests withdrew to the interior desert of their heart to be with God. I 

was very fortunate to have such men as a model. 

Children should be introduced to silence. Youngsters who are 

about to receive the Body of Christ for the first time should get ready 

by setting the world aside for a few days, leaving for a deserted place 

where they can prepare themselves in silence encounter to God. 
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Without silence, the Church does not live up to her calling. I fear 

that the reform of the liturgy, especially in Africa, is often the occa-

sion for noisy, purely human celebrations that are hardly in keeping 

with the will of the Son of God as expressed during the Last Supper. 

It is not a matter of rejecting the joy of the faithful, but there is a time 

for everything. The liturgy is the place, not for human rejoicing, pas-

sions, a profusion of discordant words, but for pure adoration. 

Today, noise invades so many aspects of people’s lives. The 

Church would make a serious mistake by adding noise to the noise. 

Love does not need words. 

DYSMAS DE LASSUS: My humble experience as a Carthusian 

leads me to say that the Church must not lose the sense of the sacred. 

If we abandon the mystery, we lose the Infinite One. As Qoheleth 

said, there is “a time to keep silence, and a time to speak” (Eccl 3:7). 

The Church has the burning obligation to bring the mystery of God to 

mankind. The word that will bring 

this message must first have pene-

trated the individual who speaks it 

so that it becomes totally his. Lec-

tio divina, listening to the Word of 

God, which has always been at the 

heart of monastic life, is the time of 

the word, the time of the heart that 

listens, receives, and allows itself to 

be impregnated. It is also the time 

of silence that will meditate at 

length so as to let the Word pene-

trate the very depths of our being 

and to become truly ours. If we 

move along too quickly, the imprint 

will remain superficial or will be 

erased. Carthusians do not have the 

mission to preach, and therefore I have no experience in that area, but 

no one can doubt that a word that comes from the heart and has been 

experienced in depth by the person who brings it will make a deeper 

impression on the one who listens to it. 
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In a famous document, the “Ladder of Monks,” Guigo II, the 

twelfth prior of the Grande Chartreuse, illustrated the stages of this 

penetration. It begins with reading and continues with meditation. The 

latter leads to the heart-to-heart conversation with God and will blos-

som into contemplation. When we are face to face with a God Who 

has become man, how can we not remain silent? Reading, study, and 

reflection, these initial stages finally lead to silence; there, instead of 

working ourselves, it is important to let the Holy Spirit work in us, to 

explain the mystery that our intellect cannot understand. The Spirit 

has the power to capture us to the very depths of our soul by the love 

that He awakens in us. 

The silence of the Church’s life, it seems to me, is connected to 

the mystery and gentleness of the divine voice. In order to hear it, you 

have to turn your ear because the Holy Spirit does not speak loudly, 

nor do Jesus and His Father. When the Word became man and came 

to live in Nazareth, for thirty years the Nazarenes saw nothing! It 

takes time and silence, therefore, to discern the voices of heaven, 

which are discreet and infinitely respectful. 

ROBERT SARAH: Mystery is the Infinite Who comes to encounter 

the finite. When we look at the life of Jesus, His discretion and si-

lence are striking. The Church must follow the message and the man-

ner of Jesus. She must give witness by her life and be sober in her 

words. 

If we only brood over our own thoughts, we distance ourselves 

from the mystery; the Church runs the risk of being founded no longer 

on a faith but on changing, relative opinions. 

The great saints hardly spoke, and yet they are the best messen-

gers of the Church. When the martyrs were attacked, they did not de-

fend themselves, they kept quiet. They now live a life hidden with 

Christ in God (see Col 3:3). Success, praises, persecutions, or death 

have no importance. Along these lines, Saint Bruno is a perfect ex-

ample. 

Of course, when the barbarians doggedly persist and use the most 

refined methods to destroy morality, the family, and the mystery, it is 

necessary to speak forcefully. As children of God, we must know how 

to choose the right time, the right words, and the weapons of faith and 

charity. Those who fight the good fight hate vulgarity and useless 
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chattering. A few sentences are enough to tell the truth. Today the 

crisis of the modern world, with its sinister repercussions on the 

Church and her hierarchical leaders, does not prevent Christian life 

from developing or the faith from being consolidated, strengthened, 

and propagated. The Church continues to evangelize the peoples de-

spite the powers that strive ever more perversely, with so many finan-

cial and technological means at their disposal, to demolish religion, 

morality, the family, marriage, and fundamental human, spiritual, and 

ethical values. The Church today is going through unprecedented ex-

terior and interior trials. Something like an earthquake is seeking, to 

demolish her doctrinal foundations and her centuries-old moral teach-

ing. Mankind itself has always imposed demanding ethical rules, pro-

hibitions, and essential laws to prevent man from giving in to momen-

tary impulses and to help him to ensure a greater quality of personal 

and social life. This is the result of efforts that are necessarily long 

and often demanding and difficult. The Church is being shaken vio-

lently by a general apostasy in formerly Christian countries. She is 

suffering from the infidelity of traitors who abandon and prostitute 

her. But this universal weakening, which affects the world, the faith, 

and believers, must be a special opportunity for the Church to take a 

stand for God (see Mt 10:32–33) with clarity, vigor, and determina-

tion by proclaiming the Gospel of Jesus Christ. It is necessary to rein-

force in every faithful Christian the love of God; it is necessary to 

revive staunch adherence to the Catholic faith, it is necessary to pro-

claim the consistency of the Church at the heart of a world that is in 

complete upheaval and threatened with collapse. 

NICOLAS DIAT: What is the connection between silence and hu-

mility? 

DYSMAS DE LASSUS: As soon as we talk about God, mystery is 

everywhere. Man himself is a mystery because he is in the image of 

God. Creation is a mystery since God is all and nothing can exist 

apart from Him. We can affirm the creation of the world by God, ac-

cording to the first verse of the Bible, but we cannot explain it. 

Facing the mystery, facing what is too large and too beautiful for 

us to be able to grasp, we can remain in an astonished silence. In his 

book Face a Dieu: La prière selon un chartreux [Facing God: Prayer 

According to a Carthusian], Augustin Guillerand correctly wrote: “In 
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order to find humility, it is better to look at Him than to look at one-

self.” 

I can find no more fitting answer to your question. 

ROBERT SARAH: In the presence of God, we can only be humble 

and silent. He is, in fact, the great mystery on which to meditate. In 

the presence of God, we are like well-diggers. We dig ceaselessly, 

trying to find water. As we go down toward the divine source, we will 

find the wellsprings from which flow our dignity and our own mys-

tery. But we will be able to penetrate the secret of our consciences 

only in a state of radical perfection. Saint Augustine had this magnifi-

cent experience. Maurice Zundel quotes Augustine as saying: “We 

ourselves are outside, strangers to ourselves, and we can reach our-

selves only in total openness to God.” We must deepen our quest for 

silence by following the paths of humility. Thus Saint Peter exhorts 

us, saying: “Clothe yourselves, all of you, with humility toward one 

another, for God opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble. 

Humble yourselves therefore under the mighty hand of God” 

(1 Pt 5:5-6). 

 

The humility of Carthusians shows that silence is a school of 

meekness, wisdom, and self-surrender. They remain humble and con-

fident in God’s hands. The sons of Saint Bruno are an exceptional 

model. “If you seek [wisdom] like silver, and search for it as for hid-

den treasures” (Prv 2:4), then clothe yourself in humility and silence, 

like the well-digger who climbs down into his well and like the min-

ers who descend into the mine in work clothes. We find ourselves 

only by returning humbly to the humus, the soil of our origins. 
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This is also the meaning of our profound prostration when, cast-

ing down to earth the crowns of our pride and pretentions, we fall on 

our knees before the throne of the Lamb to adore Him (see Rv 4:1-11; 

5:6-14; 7:9-17; 8:1-5; 11:15-18; 14:1-5; 19:1-4).  

NICOLAS DIAT: What place can silence have in the liturgy? 

DYSMAS DE LASSUS: Adoration must be the heart of the liturgy. 

This attitude of the heart is scarcely expressed by words, but rather by 

our posture, gestures, or silence. A genuflection speaks for itself if it 

is well done. If you take away all the signs that express adoration, the 

attitude itself will disappear, and then the sense of the sacred. Kneel-

ing down, kissing the ground, as we do in the Charterhouse at the An-

gelus, bringing the chalice at the offertory with the humeral veil—

which is a distinctive characteristic of our liturgy—all these gestures 

bear within themselves their meaning.  

 

In our monasteries we have a beautiful sign in prostration. Before 

Mass, the priest prostrates himself in the sanctuary; he stretches out 

on the ground, slightly bent over his elbows. After the consecration, 

the whole community does the same. Finally, during the thanksgiving, 

which lasts for several minutes in silence, we are free to prostrate our-

selves or to remain seated. Carthusians thus show the complete sub-

mission of their beings in the presence of the holy mysteries. 
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Prostration is worth all the rhetoric in the world to express faith 

in the mystery of the Real Presence of Jesus, the Eternal Word, in the 

Eucharist. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ROBERT SARAH: If I may say so, it seems to me to be fundamen-

tally important for the Carthusians to keep this magnificent gesture of 

submission to God and of docility, humility, and silent adoration. The 

liturgy today exhibits a sort of secularization that aims to ban the li-

turgical sign par excellence: silence. Some seek to eliminate by all 

possible means the gestures of prostration or genuflection before the 

divine Majesty; nevertheless, these are Christian gestures of ado-

ration, of holy fear of God, of veneration and respectful love. These 

are the gestures of the heavenly liturgy: “And all the angels stood 
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round the throne and round the elders and the four living creatures, 

and they fell on their faces before the throne and worshiped God” 

(Rv 7:11); “Let us go to His dwelling place; let us worship at His 

footstool!” (Ps 132:7); “O come, let us worship and bow down, let us 

kneel before the Lord, our Maker! For He is our God” (Ps 95:6-7). 

I find it regrettable that some bishops’ conferences or priests de-

cide, for reasons of inculturation, to eliminate these heavenly gestures 

so as to replace them with courteous gestures or cultural habits. Why 

do we always resist God’s intentions and ways so as to cling to our 

customs? 

I am an African. Allow me to say it clearly: the liturgy is not the 

place to promote my culture. Rather, it is the place where my culture 

is baptized, where my culture is raised to the height of the divine. 

Through the Church’s liturgy (which the missionaries brought every-

where in the world), God speaks to us, He changes us and grants us a 

share in His divine life. When someone becomes a Christian, when 

someone returns to full communion with the Catholic Church, he re-

ceives something more, something that changes him. Certainly, the 

cultures and the new Christians bring riches into the Church: the lit-

urgy of the Ordinariates for Anglicans who are now in full commun-

ion with the Catholic Church is a fine example of this. But they bring 

these riches with humility, and the Church, in her maternal wisdom, 

utilizes them if she deems it appropriate. 

But it seems to me timely to specify what we mean by incultura-

tion. If we really understand the meaning of the term “knowledge” as 

penetration of the Mystery of Jesus Christ, we then possess the key to 

inculturation, which is not to be presented as a quest or a claim for the 

legitimacy of an Africanization or Latin-Americanization or Asianiza-

tion of Christianity instead of a Westernization. Inculturation is not 

the canonization of a local culture or the decision to settle in that cul-

ture at the risk of absolutizing it. Inculturation is an epiphany of the 

Lord, Who breaks into the most intimate recesses of our being. And 

this irruption of the Lord into a life causes in man a destabilization 

that wrenches him away from what is familiar with a view to journey-

ing according to new landmarks that create a new culture that bears 

Good News for man and his dignity as a child of God. When the Gos-

pel enters a life, it destabilizes it and transforms it. It gives it a new 

orientation, new moral and ethical points of reference. It turns the per-
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son’s heart toward God and toward neighbor to love and serve them 

absolutely, without selfish calculation. When Jesus comes into a life, 

He transfigures it, divinizes it by the blazing light of His Face, just as 

Saint Paul was transfigured on the road to Damascus (see Acts 9:5-6). 

Inculturation is truly a silent kenosis (“emptying”), a kind of destitu-

tion, an obedient, humble submission to the will of the Father and to 

the Holy Christian mysteries that we celebrate through Jesus Christ, 

with Him and in Him. 

Indeed, just as through the Incarnation the Word of God became 

just like men, except for sin (see Heb 4:15), so too the Gospel takes 

up all human and cultural values, but refuses to take shape in the 

structures of sin. This means that the more abundant individual and 

collective sin is in a human or an ecclesial community, the less room 

there is in it for inculturation. Conversely, the more a Christian com-

munity shines with sanctity and radiates Gospel values, the more op-

portunities it has to inculturate the Christian message successfully. 

The inculturation of the faith is therefore a challenge to holiness. It 

allows us to determine the degree of sanctity and the level of the 

penetration of the Gospel and of faith in Jesus Christ in a Christian 

community. Inculturation is therefore not a type of religious folklore. 

It is not essentially accomplished by the utilization of local lan-

guages, Latin American instruments and music, African dances or 

African or Asian rites and symbols in the liturgy and the sacraments. 

Inculturation is God descending and entering into the life, the moral 

conduct, the cultures and customs of men so as to free them from sin 

and to introduce them into the Trinitarian life. Certainly the faith 

needs a culture in order to be communicated. That is why Saint John 

Paul II affirmed that a faith that does not become a culture is a dying 

faith. “Properly applied, inculturation must be guided by two princi-

ples: compatibility with the Gospel and communion with the univer-

sal Church” (encyclical Redemptoris missio, December 7, 1990, no. 

54). 

DYSMAS DE LASSUS: We have preserved silence during the Eu-

charistic Prayer because it was in keeping with our life. Silence is a 

liturgical sign. Independently of Carthusian life, the consecration is 

the great moment of mystery, and the Roman Missal emphasizes this 

by asking that the faithful kneel at this precise moment. In a Charter-
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house, the long silence that surrounds the consecration invites us to 

enter into adoration, the strongest expression of which will be prostra-

tion. Silence is for us the best way of touching the ineffable. 

 

I agree with Your Eminence when you say that mystery express-

es the center of human life and of the Christian faith: the encounter of 

the Infinite and the finite that alone can fill our heart and fascinates 

our mind. “See what love the Father has given us, that we should be 

called children of God; and so we are” (1 Jn 3:1). In these words, 

“and so we are”, there is an astonishment that will never end. 

I cannot help thinking that this astonishment has faded terribly. 

Several times I have asked retreatants this question: Have you ever 

heard about the four last things and eternal life discussed in a homily? 

The answer was always: “Never.” If I had added, “What about divine 

filiation?” I probably would have received the same answer. Why do 

preachers never speak about the object of our hope? Moreover, if we 

look more closely, we understand that this hope is inscribed on the 

heart of every person: hope for a boundless love that will never end. 

May the Church ceaselessly recall, therefore, the importance of 

the mystery of divine filiation. May priests not hesitate to speak about 

the last things and about eternal life. Then adoration will appear to 

modern man, not as a humiliation, but as the natural attitude of some-
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one who discovers that he has received everything. Along with adora-

tion, silence will regain its natural place. 

NICOLAS DIAT: how would you characterize what I could call the 

illnesses that come from noise? To what sort of problem does an ex-

cess of noise lead? 

DYSMAS DE LASSUS: My experience of the Charterhouse neces-

sarily influences the way in which I will respond to your question. 

Since I am rarely exposed to outside noise, particularly in the city, 

and possess neither mobile phone nor television nor radio—the latter 

two have always been excluded from our monasteries—my comments 

will be a bit outdated. 

If there is an illness that comes from noise, we would have to call 

it the suffocation syndrome. I notice it through the experience of can-

didates who come on retreat. Memories, desires, hurts, and fears of 

which they are unaware and that lie at the bottom of their souls resur-

face. In their everyday routine, the constant influx of news, meetings, 

and various activities have ceaselessly covered up these voices in the 

depths of their being and allowed them no opportunity to reemerge 

into consciousness. Silence and solitude reveal them. Since the dis-

covery is not always pleasant, and the one concerned is rather at a 

loss, he tries to keep them outside the field of consciousness by main-

taining the permanent noise that prevents them from becoming mani-

fest. 

In this area, modern man has never had to confront so many and 

such strong temptations. 

The proliferation of information on demand, of sounds and im-

ages in the last century or so is stupefying. Man’s sonic and visual 

landscape no longer has anything in common with that of our grand-

parents. I imagine that it must take a certain spiritual fortitude to pro-

tect oneself from this invasion, not by a wholesale rejection, but by a 

proper asceticism. Solzhenitsyn rightly remarked that although there 

is a right to information, there is also a right not to be informed. 

As Prior of the Grande Chartreuse, I am responsible for transmit-

ting to the community important news concerning the life of the 

Church, of France, and of the world, and therefore I must read the 

newspaper. How many interesting but useless things, and what a risk 
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of letting them occupy the imagination and provide it with weapons 

against interior silence! A sort of triage becomes necessary, especially 

since journalists emphasize above all the exceptional events. They 

talk about an airplane that crashed; no one will write an article saying 

that all the airplanes landed today without incident or that mothers of 

families are caring for their children. And yet, is that less important? 

One final aspect deserves to be emphasized: I am not responsible 

for the war in Syria, and I have nothing to contribute to resolve that 

tragedy. In contrast, I am responsible for my neighbor down the hall if 

I learn that he is sick or alone. But because the first tragedy is bigger 

than the second, there is a danger that it 

will obscure my view of it. 

The temptations have multiplied; 

discernment and renunciation have be-

come more necessary than ever. We 

have chosen to dedicate our life to the 

search for God in silence and solitude. 

Both things must be defended by clear 

choices, otherwise soon not much of 

either will be left. Our vocation is very 

uncommon, but does not every person 

need a bit of silence and solitude if he 

wants to be able to stay in contact with 

his heart? We have a cloister and a Rule 

that protect us. Someone who lives in the world must find his own 

cloister and his own rule; this is not something obvious! 

Finally, I wonder whether the voice that the modern world seeks 

to stifle with incessant noise and movement might not be the one that 

tells us: “Remember that you are dust and that you will return to 

dust.” It is a well-known fact that our society characteristically ig-

nores death. It is understandable: Without God, without eternal life, 

without Christ, and without redemption, how can anyone bear the 

thought of death? Let us eat and drink because tomorrow we will die. 

The memory of our precarious state is only too insistent; therefore we 

seek to silence it. 

What are the remedies for illnesses that come from noise? They 

follow from what I just said. The major remedy, as always, will be the 

discovery of God’s love, of His call to eternal life, of Christ’s victory 



51 

over death, which makes the latter a friend, the door that opens onto 

Life. And the Divine Mercy that heals the fear of the evil that we find 

in ourselves. In a word: hope. 

ROBERT SARAH: For someone who is far from God, silence is a 

difficult confrontation with his own self and with the rather dismal 

realities that are at the bottom of our soul. Hence, man enters a men-

tality that resembles a denial of reality. He gets drunk on all sorts of 

noises so as to forget who he is. Postmodern man seeks to anesthetize 

his own atheism. 

Noises are screens that betray a fear of the divine, a fear of real 

life and of death. But “what man can live and never see death? Who 

can deliver his soul from the power of Sheol?” (Ps 89:48). The West-

ern world ends up disguising death so as to make it acceptable and 

joyful. The moment of demise becomes a noisy moment in which true 

silence is lost in weak, useless words expressing compassion. 

This anxious response to something that makes no noise is a tell-

ing trait of fluid societies that have developed neurotic fears of si-

lence. 

A Christian cannot fear silence because he is never alone. He is 

with God. He is in God. He is for God. In the silence, God gives me 

His eyes so as to contemplate Him better. Christian hope is the foun-

dation of the true silent search of the believer. Silence is not frighten-

ing; on the contrary, it is the assurance of meeting God. 

The children of God are called to live eternally with the Father. 

Through silence they must become accustomed to being with God. 

Here below, the silent prayer of the citizens of the earth is an appren-

ticeship in what the citizens of heaven will experience eternally. In 

the silence of the church in Ars, the peasant was already participating 

in the heavenly liturgy: “I look at Him, and He looks at me!” Seated 

silently at the feet of Jesus, we learn to pray without ceasing and to 

become fearless witnesses to the Gospel. 

We must beware of the racket of contemporary life. This noise 

imposed on us is an insidious danger for the soul. The difficulties en-

countered today in finding silence are more formidable than ever. 

This is a diabolical situation. But Christ Himself had to tear Himself 

away from the crowd so as to go off into the desert. In those immense 
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spaces, He experienced the most intimate, the most sublime face-to-

face conversations! 

This reminds me of the strong words of Saint John Paul II in his 

encyclical Redemptoris missio: 

The renewed impulse to the mission ad gentes (“to the na-

tions”) demands holy missionaries. It is not enough to update 

pastoral techniques, organize and coordinate ecclesial re-

sources, or delve more deeply into the biblical and theologi-

cal foundations of faith. What is needed is the encouragement 

of a new “ardor of holiness” among missionaries and 

throughout the Christian community, especially among those 

who work most closely with missionaries. 

John Paul II concluded: 

The missionary must be a “contemplative in action”… My 

contact with representatives of the non-Christian spiritual 

traditions, particularly those of Asia, has confirmed me in the 

view that the future of mission depends to a great extent on 

contemplation. Unless the missionary is a contemplative he 

cannot proclaim Christ in a credible way. He is a witness to 

the experience of God, and must be able to say with the apos-

tles: “that which we have looked upon… concerning the 

Word of life,… we proclaim also to you” (1 Jn 1:1-3). 

Today the Church has one central mission. It consists of offering 

silence to the priests and to the faithful. The world rejects solitude 

with God repeatedly and violently. Well, then, let the world keep qui-

et, and let silence return… 

NICOLAS DIAT: What might be the connection between silence 

and continual prayer? 

DYSMAS DE LASSUS: The expression “continual prayer” should 

not mislead us: it does not mean saying prayers without stopping. Ac-

tually, this expression refers to a way of being with God ceaselessly, 

of letting Him dwell within us, of consciously experiencing this in-

dwelling. A woman who was acquainted with this experience testifies: 

“My superficial self ‘sees’ my interior self in adoration. And although 

the ‘surface’ wants to get involved and join in the deep adoration 
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through a spoken prayer, that stops everything. I can join in with this 

interior self only through silence, ‘looking’ at the adoration in me and 

keeping quiet” (Cahiers sur l’oraison, no. 211, January—February 

1987). This woman lives in the world, which means that this experi-

ence is not reserved to consecrated religious. 

Can we consider silence to be a way to continual prayer, or, ra-

ther, continual prayer to be a way to silence? Framed in this way, the 

question would be too simplistic, because both are true. I would pre-

fer to combine two aspects that I have already mentioned: the more 

one enters into the mystery, the more one enters into silence. Similar-

ly, the more one enters into intimacy with a person, the more room is 

taken up by silence and a simple look. Continual prayer contains both: 

a habitual intimacy with God that makes His mystery more fascinat-

ing than ever. The monk then receives what Saint Bruno mentioned: 

“A peace that the world does not 

know and joy in the Holy Spirit.” 

The joy of intimate union does not 

need a lot of words. Silence does 

not demand more efforts at this 

stage; rather, it would take an effort 

to emerge from it. 

Such a state is not habitual. A 

Carthusian brother who has experi-

enced continual prayer told me: 

“We are not the master.” This 

means that the choice belongs to the 

interior guest, to the Holy Spirit, 

Who draws the soul into a world 

where you can hardly do anything 

but keep quiet, as when you are seized by an intense emotion. In eve-

ryday life, prayer will take the form mentioned a moment ago: the 

ordinary activity continues, but something inside remains silently 

united to the One Whom we love and Who loves us, a loving presence 

that is enough to fill the heart. When we no longer live “with” but 

rather one in the other, since the person praying is not in control of 

the work that God is doing in him, he simply unites himself to this 

mystery without needing to know the contours of it. He does not ask 
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for explanations. “I am my beloved’s and my beloved is mine,” says 

the Song of Songs (6:3). 

ROBERT SARAH: If our heart succeeds in escaping from the world 

and its seductions so as to be with the Lord, we will have the grace of 

silence. All the most degrading or most vulgar noises will never be 

able to cover up a soul that has chosen Christ. A person who truly 

loves God can be in a continual relationship with the Transcendent. A 

person who lives in silence with God will be able to help draw souls 

toward the contemplation of the Creator of the world. 

Saint Augustine was strongly attracted by monastic life. In De 

moribus ecclesiae catholicae [On the Morals of the Catholic Church], 

he writes: 

Who can but admire and commend those who, slighting and 

discarding the pleasures of this world, living together in a 

most chaste and holy society, unite in passing their time in 

prayers, in readings, in discussions, without any swelling of 

pride, or noise of contention, or sullenness of envy; but quiet, 

modest, peaceful, their life is one of perfect harmony and de-

votion to God, an offering most acceptable to Him from 

Whom the power to do those things is obtained? No one pos-

sesses anything of his own; no one is a burden to another. 

They work with their hands in such occupations as may feed 

their bodies without distracting their minds from God. 

Plotinus himself had clearly seen the conditions essential for con-

templation. So he was able to reflect in the Enneads that “in order to 

be elevated to contemplate the Universal Soul, the soul must be wor-

thy by its nobility, free of error and detached from the things that be-

witch common souls; it must be immersed in quietude. Let not only 

the agitation of the enveloping body and the turmoil of the sensations 

be stilled, but all that lies around: earth at peace, and sea at peace, and 

air and the very heavens.” 

DYSMAS DE LASSUS: Let everything be quiet so that God can 

make Himself heard. And as you like to say, He makes Himself heard 

in silence. Is this the reason why monks have always loved nocturnal 

prayer? Saint Antony spent whole nights in prayer. The night Office 

is a central time in Carthusian life that we will never abandon. 
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In the middle of sleep, this time is completely devoted to prayer, 

which gives it a special dimension: the night Office is a gratuitous gift 

for God alone. As watchers in the night, we offer our poverty, which 

we know well, and at the same time the poverty of the world. These 

beautiful words from our Statutes make more sense than ever: “Apart 

from all, to all we are united, so that it is in the name of all that we 

stand before the living God” (Statutes, chapter 34.2). I have always 

loved this statement from the chapter entitled “The Function of Our 

Order in the Life of the Church.” While the world sleeps, we choose 

to rise to unite our praise and intercession to Christ’s, so that the 

prayer of mankind, this vital bond between heaven and earth, may not 

cease. Then, when we go to bed, others, Benedictines or Cistercians, 

will take up the relay. 

 

NICOLAS DIAT: The night Office is the soul of the Carthusian Or-

der, is it not? The prayer that runs through its entire history? 

DYSMAS DE LASSUS: I hesitate to answer yes, in the sense that 

the Eucharist, through the mystery that is accomplished in it, naturally 

remains the center of our days. And yet no one doubts that the night 

Office has a very special place in our life. Because of its duration, two 

to three hours every night; because of this very special moment, be-
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tween two periods of sleep, nocturnal prayer will always remain an 

irreplaceable time. Whether we are distracted or recollected, this mo-

ment shapes us. It is a prayer of the body as much as of the mind, be-

cause of the chant, but also simply because we are there. 

Our forefathers insisted so much on nocturnal prayer that until 

the French Revolution they used to chant from memory the whole 

psalmody of the night Office in complete darkness. This has a particu-

lar dynamic. We are together, and we are alone. The equilibrium of 

our life, made up of solitude and communal life, is brought about at 

the heart of our prayer, in a profound unity; singing in choir is a col-

lective work in which we need one another. But at night, the invisible 

choir leaves us alone in an atmosphere of intimacy that facilitates the 

heart-to-heart conversation with God. His mystery seems closer and 

more incomprehensible. 

 

We unite our prayer with Christ’s according to the beautiful re-

mark of Saint Augustine: “When we speak to God in prayer… 

[Christ] prays for us, as our Priest; He prays in us, as our Head… Let 

us therefore recognize in Him our words, and His words in us” (In Ps 

85, PL 37, 1081). Only the light of Christ burns intensely in the 

church. 



57 

The Eucharist still has the first place; it unites us to the whole 

Church. The night Office is rather a mark of our particularity, distin-

guishing us from our brethren who are present at the Divine Office 

but generally do not sing, praying in silence in the darkest part of the 

church. The balances that characterize Carthusian life are thus pre-

sent: solitary life and common work, silent prayer and prayer in choir, 

lay monks and cloistered monks, and, I must add, monks and nuns. 

This is a little-known fact, but almost since the origin, the Car-

thusian vocation has been lived out by men and by women. The Car-

thusian nuns were born only fifty years after the death of Saint Bruno, 

and they are still very much alive today, discreet and self-effacing, but 

no less essential to the fullness of the charism of Saint Bruno. They, 

too, pray as we do in the middle of the night. 

 

The soul of the Order is the thirst for God. We hear within us the 

expectation of mankind that, without knowing it, thirsts for God when 

it aspires to peace, justice, and love. 

We would like to respond to God, Who desires so much a loving 

relationship with men. “I thirst”, Jesus said on the Cross. 

In the silence of the night, that of the cell and the one in the 

hearts of Carthusians, we present to Him the unquenchable thirst of 
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men, and to mankind we present the thirst of God, thus participating 

in the work of Jesus in Whom these two urges met, forever. 

This has been, for two millennia, the great and humble ambition 

of the Grande Chartreuse and of all the children of Saint Bruno. 
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N 
Your new book, “The Power of Silence,” is grounded in a dialogue 

with the Prior General of the Carthusian Order, Dom Dysmas de Las-

sus, based at La Grande Chartreuse in the French Alps. What brought 

you to the monastery? 

As Prefect for the Congregation of Divine Worship and the Discipline 

of the Sacraments, I wished to see firsthand the specificities of the Carthusi-

an liturgy, slightly different from the Roman rite. On a more personal basis, 

since I wanted to write a book about silence, I deemed it useful to go to the 

most silent place in the Catholic Church. La Grande Chartreuse is an abso-

lute desert of silence. All the surroundings of deep solitude, the beauty of the 

mountains, the mysterious austerity—in a word, the entire environment 

seems to be God’s dwelling. 

I really wanted to experience the silence, the solitude and the presence 

of God in this sacred place and to live and pray with the holy monks, espe-

cially the most impressive part of the monks’ life: “While the earth is sleep-

ing, or trying to forget, the nocturnal Divine Office is the burning heart of 

Carthusian life,” as Nicolas Diat rightly underscores. It starts at a quarter past 

midnight and lasts nearly three hours in the darkness. 

The silence of the Carthusians is based not only upon their not chatter-

ing together or with people from the outside without special permission from 

their superior; they lead also, all day long, an eremitical life, in separate little 

houses, having only some prayers and Masses in common in choir, the rest 
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being individual. Their silence is also an effort to empty their memories and 

imagination from all the “garbage” stocked in them during their lives before 

becoming monks. 

Last but not least, their silence also consists in not leaving any traces of 

themselves: They do not sign the books they (seldom) happen to publish, and 

they are buried in an anonymous tomb. 

Thanks to that everlasting silence, they are able to listen to God’s 

Word, in the reading of the Bible, in the Divine Office and in their mental 

prayer. In return, they are not hindered by outside noise (no TV, no radio, no 

newspapers, no Internet) in order to pray intensely for the whole world. 

How do you define silence, and what is the difference between exte-

rior and interior silence? 

In the negative sense, silence is the absence of noise. It can be exterior 

or interior. Exterior silence involves the silence of words and actions; in oth-

er words, the absence of noise from doors, vehicles, jackhammers, airplanes, 

the noisy mechanism of cameras, often accompanied by dazzling flashes, and 

also that horrible forest of cellphones that are brandished at arm’s length 

even during our Eucharistic liturgies. 

As for interior silence, it can be achieved by the absence of memories, 

plans, interior speech, worries. Still more important, thanks to an act of the 

will, it can result from the absence of disordered affections or excessive de-

sires. 

Dom Dysmas rightly underlines: “Being silent with our lips is not diffi-

cult; it is enough to will it. Being silent in our thoughts is another matter… 

Paradoxically, exterior silence and solitude, which have the objective of 

promoting interior silence, begin by revealing all the noise that dwells within 

us.” 

True silence is not mere passivity, but a positive reality which leads to 

encounter and communion. 

Your book ponders the silence of the Incarnation. Why did Christ 

come in silence and live most of His life in silence? 

When you speak in a low voice, only people who are silent around you 

can hear you. God is a discrete lover—He is a silent and humble lover—and 

does not want to impose Himself upon our freedom. 

In coming silently into this world, He wanted to show that His relation-

ships with us were to be free. He didn’t want to crush us like a dictator; but 

on the contrary, He wanted to make us free from the slavery of sin and from 

the tyranny of the devil. To do so, He acted humbly, the exact opposite to the 

pride of Satan. 
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Though being God, the Logos wanted to humiliate Himself, giving up 

for some years the glory due to Him, and becoming like a slave, dying like a 

culprit on a Cross, for our salvation. Being the Word of God, He expresses 

eternally what God is, and in coming into this earthly world, He had to ex-

press also this discreteness, in using silence to say it. The silence of the crib, 

the silence of Nazareth, the silence of the Cross, and the silence of the sealed 

tomb are one. They are silences of poverty, humility, self-sacrifice, abase-

ment and self-emptying (see Phil 2:7). 

When you reflect on the “silence of the Cross,” you ask readers to 

“learn to stand silently at the foot of the Cross while contemplating the 

Crucified Lord as the Virgin Mary did. What is the Marian path of si-

lence? 

The entire life of the Mother of Jesus is bathed in silence. 

In our book, I have tried to summarize this Marian path of silence with 

the words of Fr. Maurice Zundel: “Mary grants a hearing to the silent Word. 

Her flesh then can become the cradle of the Eternal Word… In her, each man 

sees himself called to the same destiny: He becomes a dwelling of God, of 

the silent Word.” 

St. John Paul II tells us that Mary’s journey—from the wood of the crib 

to the wood of the Cross—was marked by “a kind of ‘veil’ through which 

one has to draw near to the Invisible One and to live in intimacy with the 

mystery” (Redemptoris Mater, no. 17). What is it that kept the Blessed 

Mother silent after her last words at the Wedding of Cana—“Do whatever 

He tells you” (Jn 2:5)—to the foot of the Cross and through to her glorious 

Assumption into Heaven? 

As the soldier thrust his lance through Jesus’ side, the sword of suffer-

ing pierced her heart, too. Mary stood before the atrocious sufferings of her 

Son. She watched His unthinkable defeat and the apparent victory of Satan. 

She might have been tempted to flee from the Cross or invite Jesus, as the 

Son of God, to climb down. 

The Marian path of silence is this: to keep in one’s heart God’s Word 

and ponder it. Saint Luke tells us: “Mary kept all these things, pondering 

them in her heart” (2:19). Not that she had full comprehension of all that she 

held and pondered in her heart. Rather, she consents to God’s “unsearchable 

judgments” and “inscrutable ways.” 

Her greatness lies in her faith in God’s Word, God’s promise by which 

she was willing to go forward with a plan she did not understand, to a place 

she had not chosen, for the sake of a people who would reject and torture and 

kill her Son. 
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Your book warns of the “dictatorship of noise.” Is this a new prob-

lem, and how can we overcome it while living in the world? 

Blaise Pascal in the 17
th

 century already noticed our tendency to look 

for diversions away from the essential truths. But modern existence is a 

propped-up life built on noise, artificiality and the tragic rejection of God, 

combined with an implacable hatred of silence. Dom Dysmas wonders 

“whether the voice that the modern world seeks to stifle with incessant noise 

and movement might not be the one that tells us: Remember that you are dust 

and that you will return to dust.” 

In order to learn to keep silence and to nourish it with the presence of 

God, we should develop the practice of lectio divina, which is a moment of 

silent reading, listening, contemplation and profound recollection in the light 

of the Spirit, in front of the Bible and its interpretation by Tradition. Even 

people living in the modern world can take time to read the Bible and medi-

tate silently upon it, at least during the Liturgy. 

You speak of the “silence of the eyes” and the “silence of the 

heart.” Would you explain what these terms mean and how they guide 

our efforts to be more present to God? 

For some years now, there has been a constant onslaught of images, 

lights and colors that blind man. His interior dwelling is violated by the un-

healthy, provocative images of pornography and violence. The silence of the 

eyes consists of being able to close one’s eyes and cast out these horrific and 

corrupting images in order to contemplate God Who is in us, in the interior 

depths of our personal abyss. It is necessary to stop one’s ears too, because 

there are sonic images that assault and violate the purity of our heart, our 

sense of hearing, our intellect and our imagination. 

Silence of the heart means to keep quiet inside ourselves, mastering our 

various fleeting desires, memories and fantasies, to keep them under the 

lordship of Christ. 

N 
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— CARTHUSIAN BOOKLETS SERIES — 

1.  Two Letters and the Profession of Faith, by Saint Bruno. 

2.  Silence and Solitude: Two Essays on the 900
th 

Anniversary of Saint 

Bruno’s Death, by Cori Fugere Urban and Philip F. Lawler. 

3.  Architecture of Contemplation, by Robert H. Mutrux. 

4.  Carthusian Life and Its Inner Spirit. Reflections of a Former Retreatant. 

5.  Contemplatives in the Heart of the Church: The Solemn Teaching of 

Pope Pius XI on the Apostolic Value of Carthusian Life. 

6.  The Solitary Life. A Letter of Guigo, Fifth Prior of the Grande Char-

treuse. Introduced and Translated from the Latin by Thomas Merton. 

7.  Captivated by Him Who Is Only Love. Message of Pope John Paul II for 

the Ninth Centenary of Saint Bruno’s Death, to Reverend Father Mar-

cellin Theeuwes, Prior of Chartreuse, Superior General of the Carthusi-

an Order, and to All Members of the Carthusian Family. 

8.  Carthusian Saints, by a Carthusian Monk. 

9.  Saint Bruno as Seen by His Contemporaries: A Selection of Contribu-

tions to the Funeral Parchment. Translated by a Carthusian Monk. 

10.  The ‘Silent’ Summer of 1944: The Martyrdom of Carthusians Who Hid 

Refugees from the SS Military Troops, by Giuseppina Sciascia 

(L’Osservatore Romano). 

11.  Carthusian Nuns, by the Nuns of the Charterhouse of Notre Dame, 

France. 

12.  The Silent Life of the Carthusians: A Modern Version of the Classic 

Text, by Thomas Merton. 

13.  The Charterhouse of the Transfiguration: Two Historical Essays: Pro-

fessor Kent Emery, Jr. and Analecta Cartusiana. With a Picture History. 

14.  Saint Bruno, Pilgrim of the Absolute: Carthusians Reflect on Their Fa-

ther and Their Life: 1. La Grande Chartreuse and Serra San Bruno.  

15.  Saint Bruno, Pilgrim of the Absolute: Carthusians Reflect on Their Fa-

ther and Their Life: 2. The Charterhouse of the Transfiguration. 

16.  Saint Bruno, Pilgrim of the Absolute: Carthusians Reflect on Their Fa-

ther and Their Life: 3. The Houses of the Nuns: Nonenque, Benifaçà, 

and Notre Dame. 

17.  Saint Bruno, Pilgrim of the Absolute: Carthusians Reflect on Their Fa-

ther and Their Life: 4. The Houses of the Nuns: Trinità, Vedana, and 

the Annunciation. 
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18.  God Alone Is the Source of True Peace. Pope John Paul II’s Visit to the 

Town and Charterhouse of Serra San Bruno, Calabria, Italy, October 5, 

1984. 

19.  The Beauty of Nature Opens up to the Graciousness of God. The Dedi-

cation of the Saint Bruno Scenic Viewing Center atop Mount Equinox, 

September 8, 2012 - Homily and Addresses. 

20.  A True Link between Heaven and Earth. The Dedication of the Saint 

Bruno Scenic Viewing Center atop Mount Equinox, September 8, 2012 

- Vermont Catholic and Burlington Free Press Articles. 

21.  A Beacon of Constant Prayer. The Dedication of the Saint Bruno Scenic 

Viewing Center atop Mount Equinox, September 8, 2012 - Reflections 

and Thoughts. 

22.   The Plenitude of Eucharistic Love. The Letter of Pope Paul VI to the 

Minister General of the Carthusian Order, 1971. 

23.  A Dwelling Place Worthy of God. Saint Bruno and Saint Hugh, Bishop 

of Grenoble, Founder and Co-Founder of the Carthusian Order. 

24.  Finding the Essential in Silence. Pope Benedict XVI’s Visit to the 

Town and Charterhouse of Serra San Bruno, Calabria, Italy, October 9, 

2011. 

25.  The Fire of Divine Charity. Spiritual Letters of Saint Bernard of Clair-

vaux and Saint Catherine of Siena to Carthusian Monks. 

26.  I Come to Express to Your Community the Esteem and Encouragement 

of the Holy See. Two Episcopal Addresses to Carthusian Monks. 

27.  The Cross Stands while the World Turns. The Archbishop of Canter-

bury’s Sermon to Commemorate the Carthusian Martyrs, at Charter-

house, London, May 4, 2010. 

28. Saint Bruno, by Dom André Louf, O.C.S.O. 

29. Personal Prayer, by Reverend Father Dom André Poisson: 

1. At the Threshold of Prayer. 

30. Personal Prayer, by Reverend Father Dom André Poisson: 

2. Prayer in Solitude. 

31. Personal Prayer, by Reverend Father Dom André Poisson: 

3. Prayer and Communion. 

32. He Had to Renounce a Great Human Love for a Greater Love. Memo-

ries of Our Former Prior Dom Raphael Diamond, Written by His Friend 

Dr. Alice von Hildebrand. 
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33. The Life of Christ Rosary, also Known as the Carthusian Rosary. At-

tributed to Dominic of Prussia. 2
nd

 edition. Compiled and Introduced by 

Daniel Frattarelli. 

34. Saint Bruno’s Own Words. Sermons by Reverend Father Dom André 

Poisson for the 9
th

 Centenary of Saint Bruno’s Arrival at Chartreuse, 

Given at La Grande Chartreuse, 1983-1984: 1. Sermons I-V (1983). 

35. Saint Bruno’s Own Words. Sermons by Reverend Father Dom André 

Poisson for the 9
th

 Centenary of Saint Bruno’s Arrival at Chartreuse, 

Given at La Grande Chartreuse, 1983-1984: 2. Sermons VI-X (1984). 

36. The Prayer of the Heart, by Reverend Father Dom André Poisson. 

37. The Interior Life, by a Carthusian Monk.  

38. Like a Voice Crying Out in the Desert: The Meeting at la Grande Char-

treuse, by His Eminence Robert Cardinal Sarah and Reverend Father 

Dom Dysmas de Lassus, with Nicolas Diat. 

39. Contemplatives and the Crisis of Faith, Message by a Group of Con-

templatives to the Synod of Bishops of 1967. 

40. Driving to the Sky: A Visit to Mount Equinox Offers History, Panorama, 

Gifts and Solitude, by Telly Halkias, Independent Journalist, 2018. 

41. Praying for the World: The Monastery Above Manchester Village, by 

Anita Rafael, in Stratton Magazine, Holiday 2017. 

To order any of these booklets or other Carthusian items, please con-

tact the gift shop (please, not the monastery) at: 1A St. Bruno Drive, 

Arlington, Vermont 05250. Email: stbrunogiftshop@comcast.net 

Phone: 802-362-1114   Fax: 802-362-3346   Website address: equi-

noxmountain.com 
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CARTHUSIAN EMBLEM 

— 13TH CENTURY — 

A GLOBE SURMOUNTED BY THE CROSS 
WITH SEVEN STARS SYMBOLIZING SAINT BRUNO 

AND HIS FIRST FOLLOWERS 

THE LATIN MOTTO RUNS AS FOLLOWS 
“STAT CRUX DUM VOLVITUR ORBIS” 

WHICH MEANS 
“THE CROSS STANDS FIRM, WHILE THE WORLD TURNS” 



 

 
 


