PERRY MCDONALD

A Hermitage Experience

hen I considered a hermitage experience as a part of my

twelve-month sabbatical, I had little understanding to
draw upon. I made yearly directed retreats, and three months
prior to entering a hermitage, a thirty-day retreat. But a her-
mitage experience seemed to be of a different ilk all together.

In 1985, when I participated in a Capuchin-Franciscan
renewal program, I learned that St. Francis of Assisi spent about
four months a year in hermitages and that he had about twenty
such places where he would go for various periods of time. Our
renewal group visited the first friary of the reform-minded
Capuchins who made contemplation a linchpin of their reform. I
decided to investigate the surrounding hillsides to find a cave that
might have been a contemplative spot for one of the early
Capuchins and to spend a day of fasting and praying there. After
reading scripture, napping, being hungry and wandering around
a bit, I arrived at a principle that helped me to understand the
purpose of contemplation: Choosing to minimize distractions
enables one to maximize attentiveness.

This awareness of the practices of St. Francis and the early
Capuchin friars was affirmed in a letter that the Capuchin Minister
General Paschal Rywalski wrote on Capuchin contemplation. He
said that if a friar is attracted to contemplation . . . then do not
hesitate: devote a few months or a few years of your life to exclu-
sive contemplative prayer, like our first friars and like St. Francis
himself.”

My desire to spend a lot of time alone also motivated me
towards a hermitage experience. I was disappointed with almost
everything: the hierarchical church, the way I and others {ived
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out priesthood, the local community experience of people never
getting close, the way my province of friars actualized our mission
statement and pastoral plan, and the way the fraternities prayed.
I wanted to isolate myself from others except when I knew I could
experience some intimacy and acceptance (with family, friends,
counselor, spiritual director). When my sabbatical began I trea-
sured the privacy, my own sched-
ule, my own desires, and I found
myself avoiding fraternity as

St. Francis of Assisi wrote ~ much as possible. Since being

alone had been good for me, it

into his Rule fOT Hefmffﬂges-' seemed like God was inviting me

When someone goes into to deepen it by spending time as

a hermit.

a hermitage there should be As a place for my hermitage I

chose a rustic, one-room cabin

. . 1" rr
two friars acting as “mothers™ (40 feet by 16 feer) which the
to. take care Of the hermit’s Capuchins owned, located a half
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) mile into the woods on a rutted
needs and to see t0 it road and above a river in mid

that he is undisturbed. Wisconsin. Although I had been

there in the late 1960s I had for-

gotten how rustic it was: no run-

ning water, no telephone, no

electricity, no indoor plumbing,
and only minimally insulated. It was heated by a wood-burning
stove, and cooking and refrigeration was done by means of
propane gas. Water was hand-pumped and carried from the well
and heated on the stove for washing purposes. A number of
kerosene lamps were available as well as a battery-powered radio
and an outdoor toilet. That the cottage was located sixteen miles
from a Capuchin friary was a plus for me. I could go there to pick
up my mail, to make telephone calls, to enjoy a hot shower, and
to have some fraternity if I wanted it.

[ initially planned to give sixty days to the hermitage experi-
ence; however, even during a twelve-month sabbatical, sixty days
can still be hard to find. Two family celebrations took ten days out
of the experience, and two other planned sabbatical events
cramped the beginning and the end of the sixty days. However, left
with forty-five days, I began my hermitage on 3 May and ended
it on 28 June (1994).
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I naturally fell into a schedule even though I adjusted it when
I shopped for groceries or visited the nearby friary:

AM PM
6:00 rising and breakfast 12:30 prepare and eat main meal
7:00 prayer and 2:45 nap
scripture reading 3:15 manual work
8:30 spiritual reading 5:00 prayer and scripture reading
9:30 walk 5:45 spiritual reading
11:00 manual work 7:00 prepare and eat light supper

8:00 spiritual reading
9:00 listen to classical music
10:00 retire

What I Learned

1. I quickly realized that I needed a larger support system than
I had anticipated, appreciating the wisdom that St. Francis of Assisi
wrote into his Rule for Hermitages: When someone goes into a
hermitage there should be two friars acting as “mothers” to take
care of the hermit’s needs and to see to it that he is undisturbed.

Although I needed no one to guard the hermitage, I did need
mothering friars. In the beginning, I went to the friary every
other day for a shower since the cottage was too cool for a sponge
bath; when I did so, I shared the noon meal with the friars. They
provided me with instructions about how to use the primitive
necessities of the hermitage. They also supplied me with a fax
and a computer when I needed to communicate about a future
ministry placement at the end of my sabbatical. Although sixteen
miles away, the friars were my security.

2. While infused contemplation can never be gained by human
effort, acquired contemplation can. By taking long, loving looks
at reality, a contemplative spirit does develop because one has the
leisure in which to do it. Leisure is essential to the hermitage and
contemplative experience. Because I had no demands on me except
those that were self-imposed, times for prayer and reflection nat-
urally were extended in length as I entered more deeply into the
experience of solitude.

Yet I still needed to discipline myself in order to encourage the
contemplative spirit. I had to tell myself frequently to sit when I
wanted to jump up impulsively and do something, to pause and
look while on my walks, to slow down my eating habits, my driv-
ing speed, my task-completion compulsion while doing manual
work, and even to take time to view the moon and stars at night
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