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...daily insights to stir the heart and seed the soul.  

 
One of the interesting things about modern life is 
that almost nobody you talk to is where they 
started out thinking they would be at this point in 
their lives. And even then, almost nobody really 
sought to be where they now are. And yet, almost 
all of them are satisfied to be there. And best of 
all, almost all of them are happy. 
 
Correction: Almost all of them 
found happiness on the other side 
of unhappiness, the side of it they 
definitely would have avoided if 
only they could have. 
 
Life is like that. It is the discovery 
of light in what seems to be the 
darkest of places, a coming to find 
the stars behind the clouds, the 
astonishing revelation of fullness 
where only emptiness seemed to 
be. 
 
I met a woman recently, for 
instance, whose business failed. 
Went absolute bust. She was 
devastated and desperate. So she 
went back to school in slim hope 
of getting into some kind of skills 
training that would be recession-
proof. Instead, she wound up as a 
corporate trainer. Her face glows 
when she tells the story of the 
failure that turned out to be her 
life’s desire. 
 
Then, I had supper with a woman 
who had been a successful 
teacher in a country in Central 
America. Her husband, a labor leader, found 
himself declared an enemy of the government, 
hunted down, in danger. If he wanted to save his 
life, he had to leave the country. At the same time, 
it was hard for her to even think of leaving—very 
hard. She had no desire whatsoever to come here, 
to lose her parents, her sisters, her professional 
position, her home, her friends, her country—her 
language even. But she was married. She had 
children. For her it was not a choice. Today she is 
a citizen with a stable job, her own home, new 
friends, a new future, a radiant smile, 
 
 
 

 
a strong character, and a look in her eye that tells  not 
only of where she’s been, but the joy of where   she is. 
I was once in a small group discussion on 
“Contemplation and the Modern World.” The 
question was: “What is the place of contemplation, if  
any, in contemporary society?” Most of the answers 
were rooted in classic and traditional under-

standings of the contemp-
lative approach to life. But 
one man took all the classic 
answers and made them real. 
“Two years ago,” he said, “my 
wife and I lost everything: our 
home, our investments, our 
property, our belongings. I 
never could have imagined 
that it would happen. I 
thought we were set for life. 
Then, the market crashed.” 
Pause. Silence. Deep breaths 
from everyone in the group. 
 
“Then,” he went on, “I dis-
covered that only the journey 
to the God-self within is really 
life-giving. I’m sorry it had to 
happen that way, but I’m 
better off now than I was 
then. I just didn’t know it.” 
 
In every case, it was what 
people found on the other side 
of darkness that was the light 
for which they were seeking. 
 
The death of one thing, it 
seems, is often a necessary 
part of the process of 

discovering where life really is 
for us. After we think that getting what we want is 
what it’s all about, we discover that real life for us 
was, all this time, waiting for us somewhere else. 
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don’t know what to do next, that 
is exactly when we are best 
equipped to do something excit-
ing. Then, the walls in our minds 
come down and anything is possi-
ble. 
 
THURSDAY, JULY 10: Regret 
does not happen because we did 
what we did. Regret comes be-
cause we did not do what we 
could have. And that awareness 
comes always with a twitch. It is 
an invitation without a response. 
 
FRIDAY, JULY 11: There are two 
approaches to life: one is attempt-
ing to fulfill all our desires; the 
other is learning to be desireless. 
Only one of these is certain. 

 
SATURDAY, JULY 12: Life is not 
one choice. It is a series of many 
choices. It is not one stage or 
phase or decision. It is many of 
them. And it is out of all those 
things that we become the full-
ness of ourselves.  
 
SUNDAY, JULY 13: When we cut 
off our choices, we cut off another 
whole part of ourselves. “Where 
people fail,” Anaïs Nin writes, “is 
that they elect a state and remain 
in it. This is a kind of death.” 
 
MONDAY, JULY 14: Doubt is the 
counterpoint of discovery. It is 
doubt of the enduring value of the 
present that leads us to the brink 
of discovery. 
 
TUESDAY, JULY 15: When ques-
tions are forbidden, doubt begins 
to erode our faith. “Doubt,” Ben-
jamin Jowett wrote, “comes in at  

the window when inquiry is de-
nied at the door.” Anything that 
cannot bear the light of a new  
question is to be considered very, 
very carefully. 
 
WEDNESDAY, JULY 16: God is 
the mystery no answers dare to 
determine. God is the mystery 
that makes all of life and our 
place in it, all our blunderings 
and all our changes, life-giving.  
 
THURSDAY, JULY 17: Doubt is 
the guardian of tomorrow. “Just 
think of the tragedy of teaching 
children not to doubt,” the great 
lawyer Clarence Darrow said. 
  
F R I D A Y ,  J U L Y  1 8 :  Without 
doubt, there would have been no 
end to the institution of slavery, 
no movement for women’s suf-
frage, no change to any of the op-
pressive institutions that for so 
long governed our world. 
 
SATURDAY, JULY 19: Does reli-
gion ever doubt? Of course it 
does. That’s what theology is for. 
Otherwise, limbo would still be in 
the catechism of the church. Or as 
the philosopher Bertrand Russell 
put it: “In all affairs it’s a healthy 
thing now and then to hang a 
question mark on the things you 
have long taken for granted.” 
 
SUNDAY, JULY 20: We spend 
more time fearing the unknown 
than we do imagining new oppor-
tunities. It is fear that holds us 
back, fear that entraps us, not 
possibilities. 
 
MONDAY, JULY 21: The discov-
ery of all that life can hold for us 
requires that we leave one part of 
it to get to another. It’s the leav-
ing that is so hard—even when 
what we’re leaving behind has 
clearly had its day. 
 
TUESDAY, JULY 22: The dark 
places of life are the in-between 
moments that prepare us to move  

Certainty is comfortable 

but always unlikely  

and forever disrupted.  

As life changes  

so must our explanation 

and response to it. 

TUESDAY, JULY 1: When life 
turns dark for us, we forget that 
day always follows the blackest 
part of night. In fact, sometimes it 
is only the darkness that propels 
us toward new light. 
 
WEDNESDAY, JULY 2: We hear 
over and over again that every 
time one door closes, another one 
opens. The problem is that they 
don’t tell us that to find it, we 
can’t sit down and quit. We have 
to walk through the first door to 
get to the other.  
 
THURSDAY, JULY 3: It’s not so 
much the future that is the prob-
lem; it is anxiety about the future 
that blocks us from dealing well 
with the present. 
 
FRIDAY, JULY 4: It’s important 
to be able to recognize endings; 
otherwise, we will die in a past 
that was never meant to be our 
future. 
 
SATURDAY, JULY 5: Being will-
ing to begin again is one of life’s 
greatest talents. There is nothing 
to be gained by refusing to move 
in another direction when this 
road clearly ends—except pain, of 
course. 
 
SUNDAY, JULY 6: When we learn 
to think big, to plan big, to reach 
for life beyond the present, we are 
most fully alive. 
 
MONDAY, JULY 7: “Hitch your 
wagon to a star,” Ralph Waldo 
Emerson said. It’s a ride worth 
taking even if we never get where 
we thought we wanted to go. 
 
TUESDAY, JULY 8: So often, we 
begin to see newly only when we 
can’t see at all. It is only then that 
we are finally forced to create the 
ideas within us that we might oth-
erwise never have bothered to 
consider at all. 
 
WEDNESDAY, JULY 9: When we   
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on when otherwise we would not 
be inclined to go. 
 
WEDNESDAY, JULY 23: Rulers 
of all stripes dispense certainties— 
theirs—with great abandon. They 
do whatever it takes—define cul-
tural dogmas, assert organization-
al doctrines, impose decrees, and 
use power, force and penal sys-
tems—to suppress the ideas of an-
yone who dares to question them. 
Ideas, after all, are dangerous 
things. Ideas have brought down 
as many myths and mysteries as 
they have toppled kingdoms. 
 
THURSDAY, JULY 24: There are 
always some in every population 
who know that life is not meant to 
be about certainty. Life, they real-
ize, is about possibility. They see 
certitude as a direction but not an 
end. 
 
FRIDAY, JULY 25: What we ac-
cept without question we will live 
without morality. 
 
SATURDAY, JULY 26: It is doubt, 
not certitude, that enables us to 
believe, because it requires us to  

think deeply about an entire 
subject.  
 
SUNDAY, JULY 27: Only when 
we look beyond absolutes to un-
derstand every level of life can 
we possibly live life to the fullest, 
with the deepest kind of insight, 
with the greatest degree of com-
passion for others. 

 

 
MONDAY, JULY 28: Certainty is 
comfortable but always unlikely 
and forever disrupted. As life 
changes so must our explanation 
and response to it. 
 
TUESDAY, JULY 29: Darkness 
deserves gratitude. It is the alle-
luia point at which we learn to  

understand that all growth does 
not take place in the sunlight. 
 
WEDNESDAY, JULY 30: Never 
fear periods of darkness in life.  
They are the atrium to new phas-
es of life, the threshold to new 
experience, the invitation to 
move on from where you are to 
where there is more for you to 
learn. 
 
THURSDAY, JULY 31: The spir-
itual life begins when we discover 
that we can only become spiritual 
adults when we go beyond the 
answers, beyond the fear of un-
certainty, to that great encom-
passing mystery of life that is 
God. 
 
 

 

 
 

We spend more time 

fearing the unknown 

than we do imagining 

new opportunities.        

It is fear that           

holds us back,                 

fear that entraps us,   

not possibilities. 

4. Joan Chittister uses other literature to reinforce and 
expand her writing. Find another quote, poem, story, 
song, art piece, novel that echoes the theme of this 
month’s Monastic Way. 
 
5. On July 25, Sister Joan writes, “What we accept 
without question we will live without morality.” Does 
this ring true for you? Is there anything you think 
should not be questioned? Have you ever questioned 
something only to commit to it more deeply? 

1 .When in your life have you gone through 
times of uncertainty, doubt, and darkness? Did 
you find light on the other side of it? 
 
 
2. Which daily quote in The Monastic Way is 
most meaningful to you? Why? Do you agree 
with it? Disagree? Did it inspire you? Challenge 
you? Raise questions for you? 
 
3. After reading The Monastic Way, write one 
question that you would like to ask the author 
about this month’s topic. 
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Joan Chittister  
FUND FOR PRISONERS 

 

“Prisoners are the most forgotten        
people in society and the least served      

in Christianity.  Help me change that.” 
—Joan Chittister 

 
We work with a network of prison chaplains and 
volunteers across  the  country  to  send  thou-
sands  of  free  copies  of  The  Monastic Way to 
women and men in prison.  
A donation of $15.00 will send a one-year sub-
scription to a prisoner that can:  
• provide beauty to battered and bleak lives 

• deliver daily positive reflective messages to stir 
the heart and seed the soul 

• enable caring conversations that give people in 
prison something to believe in and a sense of 
the presence of God in themselves. 

 
www.joanchittister.org/donations 
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SCRIPTURE ECHO 

Where can I go from your spirit,  

Or where can I flee from your presence?  

If I climb the heavens, you are there. 

If I lie in the grave, you are there.  

 

If I take the wings of the dawn 

And dwell at the sea’s furthest end, 

Even there you will lead me 

And hold me fast.  

 

If I ask darkness to hide me, 

This darkness is not dark for you, 

And night is as bright as day.  

 
© Benedictine Sisters of Erie  

PRAYER 
 

Prayer for a Questioning Heart 
 

May your journey through the questions of life 
bring you to a new moment of awareness.  

May it be an enlightening one. 
May you find embedded in the wisdom of the past, 

like all the students of life before you, 
the answers you yourself are seeking now. 

May they waken that in you which is deeper than fact, 
truer than fiction, full of faith. 

May you come to know that in every human event 
is a particle of the Divine 

to which we turn for meaning here, 
to which we tend for fullness of life hereafter. 
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JOURNAL PROMPTS 
 
Prompt 1: Here are a few statements from this month’s 
Monastic Way. Choose one that is most helpful to you and 
journal with it. 
 
• We spend more time fearing the unknown than we do 
imagining new opportunities. 
• Darkness deserves gratitude. It is the alleluia point at 
which we learn to understand that all growth does not take 
place in the sunlight. 
• God is the mystery no answers dare to determine.  
 
Prompt 2: Spend a few minutes with this photograph and 
journal about its relationship to this month’s Monastic 
Way. You can do that with prose or a poem or a song or....  
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JOAN CHITTISTER is one of the most       
influential religious and social leaders of our 
time. For over 50 years she has passionately 
advocated on behalf of peace, human rights,  
women’s issues, and monastic and church 
renewal. A much sough-after international 
speaker, she is also a best-selling author of 
more than 60 books. Her new podcast series, 
“Risking the Questions”, is available wherev-
er you listen to your podcasts.  
 
KAREN BUKOWSKI, an Erie native, is a  
nature photographer and former LPGA and 
PGA Golf Professional who holds a master’s 
degree in public administration.   
 
JOIN THE CONVERSATION  
Each month, join the staff of Benetvision on a 
free Zoom call to discuss the current issue 
of The Monastic Way. Subscribers will      
receive invitations to register for these calls in 
their email inbox. 


