
 

 

views from the hermitage Advent 2012 

views from the hermitage 

Lessons from a Celtic Pilgrimage 

In June, David and Naomi 
Wenger embarked on a voyage of 
inner discovery as pilgrims to 
Ireland, Scotland and England. 
Our journey took us to the places 
of early Christian history in these 
islands. In these pages, we report 
on where we went, what we 
learned, and what we carried back 
with us. One does not travel as a 
pilgrim without being changed. 

From ancient high crosses to 
fledgling monasteries and 
individuals devoted to bringing 
social justice to the inner city of 
Belfast, our journey brought us 
into contact with what does not 
change, what resists change and 
those who eagerly work for (and 
wait for) change. Take the journey 
with us. Expect change. 

Eighteen pilgrims came together in Glasgow on June 14 to become 
eyewitnesses of the story of Christianity in Ireland, Scotland and Northern 
England. We followed the story of the “Irish Trinity of Saints,” Columba, 
Patrick and Brigid in Iona, Scotland and the regions of Down Patrick and 
Kildare in Ireland. Midway through the 18-day pilgrimage we learned the story 
of the “English Trinity of Saints,” Cuthbert, Aiden and Hilda traveling to the 
Holy Island (Lindisfarne), and throughout Northern England. 

Where did we go? 
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Hermitage Invitation Report 

As of December1 you met 
Nancy Hanby’s challenge to the 
community to raise $50,000, 
which she will match with 
another $50,000. There were 
74 donors who participated in 
the matching funds campaign, 
33 of whom are new donors.  

We are humbled, challenged 

and delighted by the response 
to this campaign and especially 
grateful to all of you who have 
contributed. Thank you. 
Donations that continue to 
come in through the end of 
the year will be added to the 
campaign funds. We are 
excited to see what the Spirit 
has in store for us as we move 
into this season of expanding 
community. 
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What can be gleaned from old 
cast-off, run-out places? Is it only 
our historical imagination that 
helps us to learn from them? Or is 
it the beauty, the stillness, the 
very desert-nature of these places 
that speak deeply to the soul? 
Why did I go on pilgrimage to 
these old sacred places? What did 
I expect to find? What found me? 
 
Viewing the ruins of an old abbey 
or walking through the remains 
of a cathedral, I can imagine 
myself sleeping in a long-gone 
monk’s dormitory over a refectory 
now open to the sky. Or I can 
visualize people milling about in 
the seat-less nave, preparing for a 
visual feast of color and sound in 

the action of the Mass.  
 
Seeing an abandoned granite 
quarry at Glendalough, I notice 
how the granite chip heaps make 
a desert of the upper valley. I can 
picture the miners, 10-to-a-hut, 
sleeping by the acid-brown rivulet. 
I imagine them laboring up the 
hill for clear spring water at day’s 
end; the stream-water 
undrinkable. But, looking the 
other way I see the verdant high 
pastures above the lakes sprinkled 
with sheep and the deep reflective 
pools of the sterile lakes 
themselves. Alongside the lakes, 
places for prayer and the austere 
isolation of a church and a tall 

Looking for Change 
Naomi Wenger  

You may wonder, “What is a Celtic Pilgrimage”? 
We’ll begin with Celtic. This is a cultural tradition 
that identified the people living in Ireland, Scotland, 
Wales and Northern England in the early centuries of 
the first millennium. J. Philip Newell suggests there 
are two major features of Celtic spirituality. First it is 
marked by the belief that what is deepest in us is the 
image of God. Sin has distorted and obscured that 
image but not erased it. Thus Celtic Spirituality 
defines humanity by the beauty of our origins rather 
than the ugliness of our failings. Second, the Celtic 
tradition is characterized by a belief in the essential 
goodness of creation. Not only is creation viewed as a 

Celtic Pilgrimage 
David Wenger 

Continued on page 4 

Continued on page 5 

blessing, it is regarded as an essential expression of 
God. In this view there is no separation of spirit and 
matter, no distance between the mystery of God and 
the matter of creation  (paraphrased from the preface 
to Celtic Benediction by J. Philip Newell). 

Now let’s consider Pilgrimage.  “Pilgrimages are 
connected to events, stories and narratives of places 
or people where God has been active or 
encountered. Celtic Christian traditions of “thin 
places” hold that in some locations God feels more 
readily accessible. Christian pilgrimage then, has to 

What can be gleaned from old 
cast-off, run-out places? Is it 

only our historical imagination 
that helps us to learn from 

them? Or is it the beauty, the 
stillness, the very desert-nature 

of these places that speak 
directly to the soul? 
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The Hermitage Way is a set of practices for a contemplative daily life. People who choose to practice The Way are 
members of the extended Hermitage Community. If this life is attractive to you, contact us to be enrolled as a 
member of the community. 

Those who choose to keep The Way commit to the following ten practices. 

1. Engage in a daily prayer practice. This practice will include silence, meditation on scripture, intercession 
and affirmation. Morning Prayer and Evening Prayer liturgies from The Hermitage or other sources may 
be used.  

2. Keep a personal Rule of Life, adopted with the help of a Spiritual Director (a model is available from The 
Hermitage), oriented toward awareness of God in all daily activities and within all persons.  

3. Pursue simple living: a lifestyle that includes an effort to live with only what is needed and sharing what 
one has with others as an act of generosity or hospitality. (Consider supporting the residential community 
of The Hermitage with financial gifts.) 

4. Connect with The Hermitage, by regular visits to retreat in silence and solitude (at least annually), to 
support the residential community, to serve, and through daily prayer for the community.  

5. Study or explore fields of interest to which a contemplative perspective is applied (e.g., Scripture, spiritual 
writings, physics, psychology, anthropology, religions, nature, agriculture, bread baking, pottery, poetry, 
etc.)  

6. Work for reconciliation between persons and with God. The “journey inward” and the “journey outward” 
are bound together. Inner transformation will result in pursuit of holiness, involvement in social justice 
and efforts of peacemaking. 

7. Receive God’s invitation to steward the earth. Pursue sustainable living, giving support to the earth and its 
creatures even as you take from them. 

8. Develop creative gifts, pursue leisure wholeheartedly and practice having fun with others. 
9. Support the Body of Christ. We need each other to challenge, encourage and enlarge our understanding. 

We encourage followers of The Way to participate actively in a local worshiping community. 
10. Meet with a Spiritual Director or Spiritual Friend at least twice annually to assess fidelity to the personal 

Rule of Life and to discern areas of growth. 

The Hermitage Way: A Covenant for 
Extended Community 
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tower invite my reverie. What made 
men and women leave all else and 
come to places like this? Why did 
they work so hard to build 
permanent monuments?  
 
Beneath the ruins of the 
monuments are the evidences of 
simple wood structures, signs of the 
early Celtic preference for ease and 
simplicity over perpetuity. What 
they could not provide they 
borrowed. The lochs, the tors, the 
broad valleys and rolling hills, none 
of them need improvement. Among 
this natural beauty, monks and 
nuns, laypeople and commoners, 
princes and bishops, strove to be 
faithful. What was already here was 
enough for them. 
 
A simple cross, a homespun tunic, 
food from the earth, the basics of 
life; no more is necessary, no more 
is expected. And yet, the remains of 
the meticulously engineered and 
crafted mill driven by tides – the  
power of the moon  - to grind the 
community’s grain (at Nendrum) 
along with colorfully illustrated 
gospel manuscripts (Book of Kells, 
Lindisfarne Gospels, etc.) remind 
me that more comes out than goes 
in. No need to flourish and yet 
flourish flows out of the people who 
are satisfied with the gifts of God 
from the land. 
 
Did I get what I came for? Yes. I get 
the real grit of community work 
and the slow pace of change. I get 

Change -  Continued 

Hermitage Calendar 

January 
Jan 10 Taizé Evensong, 7 pm 
 

February 
Feb 1  Board Retreat 
Feb 2 Board Meeting 
Feb 10 Taizé Evensong, 7 pm 
Feb 25 Lent Quiet Day  
   Retreat, 9-3 
 

March 
Mar 2 Lent Quiet Day  
   Retreat, 9-3 
Mar 10 Taizé Evensong, 7 pm 
Mar 24-30 Stations of the Cross  
    Walk 
 

April 
Apr 14 Taizé Evensong, 7 pm 
 

May 
May 4 Board Meeting 
May 12 Taizé Evensong, 7 pm 
 

FOR MORE EVENTS SEE 
OUR WEB SITE: 

www.hermitagecommunity.org 

the vision for working together to 
build common life. I get the deep 
love for God handed down to the 
current generation; not as a legacy 
but as a challenge. I get the vision 
of how large projects are 
completed – together. I get an urge 
to pen a rule for common life at 
The Hermitage. How would I 
describe what already happens 
here? How would I envision 
expanding the resident 
community? How would we work 
together to build faithfulness?  
 
Emerging from this pilgrimage I 
sense a call to continue to move 
toward common contemplative 
life; both scattered and gathered.  

More comes out than goes in. No 
need to flourish and yet flourish 
flows out of the people who are 
satisfied with the gifts of God 

from the land. 

Come Live the  
Hermitage Way 

 
Would you like to come for a 
week to pray with us? We are 
looking for folks to work and pray 
through the days, experiencing 
our rhythm and listening with us 
for what God is doing in us and in 
the world. If you are interested, 
contact David at 269-244-8696 or 
contact@hermitagecommunity.org  
We are also looking for longer-
term commitments. Let us know if 
you would like more information 
about keeping The Hermitage 
Way or joining the Resident 
Community. 
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do with going to particular locations to situate oneself 
within God’s story among us, so that we too might be 
touched – even transformed or converted – by 
salvation history…” (Arthur Paul Boers, The Way is 
Made by Walking). 

Of all the sites on our pilgrimage, I was most eager to 
go to the isle of Iona. This tiny island intrigued me 
because of The Iona Community and the retreat center 
they operate there. Each day members of the 
Community conduct Morning and Evening Prayer in 
the Iona Abbey, a beautifully but rustically restored 
12th century building. The ferns and small flowers 
growing in the damp crevices of the stone walls remind 
me of centuries-old prayers seeping out of the saturated 
stones. I feel connected to the long story of devotion to 
Christ on this rugged island.  

After the Sunday worship service we met with a 
member of the Iona Community for more information 
about the community. The community is mostly 
scattered, living near or far from the island.  He 
described the volunteers and staff on Iona as the face of 
the Iona Community. This description gave me a way of 
thinking about those of us who hold the space at The 
Hermitage (resident community, volunteers, 
retreatants); on any given day we are the face of the 
Hermitage Community but The Hermitage Community 
extends well beyond any moment in time and space. 
The Hermitage Way (see page3) is a framework for living 
prayerfully wherever we are in space and time that is 
also embodied in a particular place, The Hermitage.  

From Iona, we traversed less than 100 miles as the 
crow flies but hundreds of miles by land and sea. 
Traveling on three ferries, three buses and a train in 15 
hours and 15 minutes, we arrived at our next site, 
Rostrevor, Northern Ireland (south of Belfast).  The 
travel, though long, was actually a fast forward in time 
as we visited the very modern Holy Cross Monastery 
built in 2005. Brother Thiery told us the story of how 
this Benedictine monastery was founded as a hope for 
reconciliation in Ireland and we joined in the prayers 
and work of the brothers for a day.  At vespers in the 
pristinely elegant chapel, we said prayers of gratitude 

for the day and all it held. One phrase in particular 
caught my attention,  “Thank you for bringing us 
through this day, keeping our faith intact.” It made me 
wonder about faith; are we involved in keeping our 
faith intact or is it a gift that is given to us? How do I 
participate in keeping my faith intact? How does God 
participate in keeping our faith intact? I live with these 
questions while I pray, “Thank you for bringing me 
through this day keeping my faith intact.” 

Continuing south into The Republic of Ireland, we 
visited, Bolton Abbey, and again it was a marked 
contrast from the previous monastery. Here about a 
dozen monks, also Benedictines, live on a dairy farm 
milking 150 cows daily, farming the land and praying 
the Daily Office. And they provide hospitality to retreat 
guests, too. I loved this simple monastery where the 
monks arrived in the chapel in the nick of time, having 
covered their work clothes with cassocks. The prayer 
was unpretentious and beautiful, rugged farmers 
praying tender prayers of love and devotion for God.  
I’m enamored with industrious monks because it 
challenges my preconceived notions about monks being 
more heavenly- than earthly-minded. The monks at 
Bolton Abbey are an example of living with no distance 
between the mystery of God and the matter of creation.  

Every stop along the way, we heard and experienced the 
story of God among us. I was intrigued by the ancient 
saints’ stories but even more so by the contemporary 
stories being lived in the ordinary and extraordinary 
people of today. Father Michael Rodgers in 
Glendalough, Ireland led us on a walking retreat. He 
said, “God is here and now.”  I breathed in the words, 
“God is…, God is here… God is here and now.” Being 
immersed in the story of God in that foreign land gave 
me a feeling of being connected to the great story of 
God at work in the world though all time, peoples and 
places.  And it inspired me to live my story more deeply 
connected to the primary blessing of God in all of 
creation, throughout all history.  

 

Celt ic  Pi lg r image -  Continued 
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11321 Dutch Settlement Road 
Three Rivers, MI 49093 

Creating an environment of attentiveness to God 

As Jesus was revitalized for being about his Father’s business by periodic 
withdrawal to retreat and prayer, so The Hermitage seeks in its mission:  

• To be a prayer community, available as a place of spiritual formation 
where scripture, silence, nature, group experiences, and personal 
companioning are cultivated elements of retreat. 

• To provide a guesthouse away from daily tasks where pastors and other 
pilgrims can deepen their call and relationship with God, be refreshed 
in their whole person and be revitalized by the presence and promise of 
Christ. 

 
If you would like to join us for a retreat of any length, contact us by phone: 
269-244-2925, email: contact@hermitagecommunity.org or find us on the web: 
www.hermitagecommunity.org. We provide silence, solitude, Spiritual 
Direction, guided group retreats, space for groups to meet, community 
Morning Prayer, simple healthful food, walking trails, a prayer labyrinth and a 
gentle atmosphere. You provide the willing spirit. 

Retreating at the Hermitage 

Find us on the web… 
www.hermitagecommunity.org 
or use our NEW Email ADDRESS 
contact@hermitagecommunity.org 

Board of Directors :  

Kevin Driedger, President 
Jeffrey Miller, Treasurer 
Naomi Wenger, Secretary 
Mary Asmonga-Knapp 
Patty Hogan 
Biff Weidman 
David Wenger 
 
Resident Community: 
David and Naomi Wenger, 
Co-directors 

“We can make our minds so like still 
water that beings gather about us that 
they may see … their own images, and 
so live for a moment with a clearer, 
perhaps even with a fiercer life because 
of our quiet.”   

-W B. Yeats The Celtic Twilight 


