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In the world of academics, as we all know,  consensus happens none too often.  Ælfric is the rare exception.  His success one thousand years ago as a writer, teacher, and disseminator of orthodox Christian doctrine (that is, his eminence as a theologian and scholar) is something erudite, degreed readers agree on, and the voices praising Ælfric are many.  R. W. Chambers eloquently argues for the monk’s seminal influence on English prose, noting Ælfric’s “cultured prose” continued to be copied even after the Norman Conquest, and he well describes Ælfric’s influence on the continuity of English prose.
  Peter Clemoes says “Ælfric’s prose can be judged by the standards of all time” and points out it is “very early in the European tradition for there to be a vernacular prose of such scope and quality as Ælfric’s” and “several centuries were to pass before it was matched in English prose again.”
 

Milton McC Gatch calls Ælfric “the most important theological figure of the late Anglo-Saxon church” and “the greatest prose stylist of the Old English period.”
  Like Clemoes, Gatch maintains the monk’s prodigious production of vernacular preaching texts is a unique accomplishment—in no other language were vernacular sermons written in a volume comparable to that in Old English before the end of the eleventh century, and of this distinguished group, Ælfric stands apart.
  David M. Knowles identifies Ælfric as “one of the most distinguished figures in the history of Western theological learning” of his time and “second only to Bede” as a theologian and teacher.
  Sir Frank Merry Stenton describes this monk as “the greatest insular scholar of the Benedictine reformation” and his Catholic Homilies as “the classic example of Anglo-Saxon prose.”

Eugene A. Green believes Ælfric’s homilies “left a record of Christian education during the tenth and eleventh centuries that outdistances the efforts of anyone else for centuries on either side of his life.”
  Jonathan Wilcox judges Ælfric “the most important homilist and most prolific writer of Old English” and notes “[a]rtful and efficient prose is a hallmark of Ælfric’s writing.”
  Robert Boenig describes Ælfric as “the literary giant of the later Anglo-Saxon era.”
  This handful of scholars’ comments on Ælfric’s importance is merely representative.

But this very success in modern academic criticism introduces a Western love of ranking and accolades that is antithetical to the Benedictine mind, which is Christocentric and community-nurturing.  Ælfric would have seen his life and his work as inseparable and as bringing salvation to others and also to himself, for he knew Jesus taught that to whom much is given, much is also required (Luke 12.47-8).  Only if Ælfric’s work is approached as the natural expression of a humble Benedictine monk can it be appreciated in the true spirit of its first composition.  We must see the obvious—Ælfric spent his days in a humble habit, rising, sleeping, eating, and writing on the monastery timetables, his soul centered on Psalms-singing. The Opus Dei was Ælfric’s life, and he sang God’s praises as much as or more than he wrote of them. It is safe to say Ælfric practiced what he preached.


We must see Ælfric hunched over many a folio of vellum, stylus in hand, looking like any other monk.  Scant documentation of his—as we like to put it—accomplished life remains. Because only two dates in it can be determined with certainty, Ælfric’s biography has an anonymity appropriate for a Benedictine monk who preferred the advancement of God’s kingdom over human admiration. This personal obscurity is also synonymous with Ælfric’s main message: Christ should become more visible as his followers become humbler, kinder, (and less obvious), for this is the way to follow a loving, forgiving God. In every one of his sermons, Ælfric preaches the God of mercy. 


Ælfric’s writing career lasted some twenty-five to fifty years. His method of composition was to consult and draw on the works of the established Church fathers particularly in three homiletic anthologies by Paul the Deacon, Smaragdus, and Haymo, and he did so with a sinewy memory much exercised by his monastic calling
.  Ælfric did not write in a vacuum.  He saw himself as a monk in a long line of writers transmitting a heritage of Latin patristic learning, and he was determined to discharge his obligation in a fastidious, scholarly fashion, resulting in sermons that are, according to Jonathan Wilcox, “deliberatively derivative”; however, like any good writer, Ælfric shaped his sources and developed his own style.
  Paul E. Szarmach points out that “however sane, sober, and clear literary historians paint”  Ælfric the writer, he “had a restless streak in him. . . . For Ælfric, composition was a process, not an event”; that restlessness of a great writer notwithstanding, this Anglo-Saxon  Benedictine monk wrote year after year as a way to serve the Church and preserve his own salvation: This is how he fulfilled his responsibilities to the Truth, whom he believed was “that true Light, our Savior Christ, who enlightened all the world.”


During this presentation, we will set aside the rare scholarly accord praising Ælfric in order to re-examine the raison d’etre of this Benedictine monk.  Not to do so is limiting.  Not to do so skews our understanding in the way that reading Beowulf for, for example, merely the potential historical significance skews the beauty of the poem and obscures its philosophical depths.  Since Ælfric is known for his use of the commonplace to teach the spiritual extraordinary (as when he famously compares Christ’s divinity and humanity with the separate blendedness of egg white and egg yolk in “Sermo de Natale Domini),”
 it seems appropriate to use an ordinary object lesson to characterize Ælfric and his work. 


This Anglo-Saxon Benedictine monk’s simple, graceful, inclusive theology finds contemporary expression in an experience I had at one of Western Michigan University’s International Medieval Congresses in Kalamazoo. Through Sister Linda Kulzer of the Benedictine community of St. John’s Abbey (Collegeville, Minnesota), I met Father John Crean, Sister Judith Sutera, Sister Teresa Wolking, Sister Mary Forman, Father Hugh Feiss, Sister Deborah Harmeling, and others, and through them discovered a direct link to the spirit pervading Ælfric’s work. Their ordinary, hospitable paths teach the Benedictine way. They listen. They share their lives, their rented cars, their deep knowledge of The Rule of St. Benedict, their snacks, and even their money, for the American Benedictine Academy session is one of the few at Kalamazoo giving stipends to presenters. 


And my Benedictine colleagues (and their closest friends) are—contrary to stereotype—hardly dull. I remember a lively debate at supper about the medieval women mystics, and the general nun-consensus was Julian of Norwich was never a recluse in the way some outside the cloister assume but that she did have a marvelous grasp of what nuns like to call “the ordinary,” while Margery Kempe was not applauded because she was considered far too weepy and enamored of “extraordinary” spiritual experiences. They also introduced me to the engaging Dame Frevisse in the vivid medieval mysteries of Edgar-award nominated author Margaret Frazer.

One May, I entered Western Michigan University’s teeming Valley III cafeteria holding a tray of barbequed chicken leg, institution-white rice, and asparagus and scanned the dining room for a friendly face. Remembering my monastic friends’ habit of sitting on the right side of this boisterous room, I shifted my gaze and spotted them at once. Then I noticed with disappointment their circular table was crowded with seven sisters and no empty chairs. 

No room for me, I thought, and began looking elsewhere, but I had been spotted. When elderly Sister Teresa Wolking raised an arm in welcome, I shuffled towards their table, still uncertain. Sister Deborah Harmeling rose to meet me with a smile, then disappeared behind my back, and as she left—in one motion—the others took their plates off cement-dull cafeteria trays and stowed these trays under their seats. All this fuss made me ask, “You sure there’s room?” and Sister Deborah answered my question by returning with a chair and placing it firmly under me, “There’s always room at a round table.”

There’s always room at a round table echoed in my head as I unloaded my own plates and stowed the tray under the gift of my chair, and joined the community. This is Ælfric’s world. The Benedictine idea of Christian community and the blessing of the ordinary (in this case, a chair) is the very foundation of the sermons written by our most prolific, ‘best’ Old English sermonizer. Because Ælfric’s large corpus rests in this gentle spirit of The Rule of St. Benedict, to understand Ælfric’s writings, then, it is first necessary to read and appreciate the Prologue and seventy-three brief chapters of Benedict’s sixth-century Latin Rule, which teaches the monastic virtues of obedience, silence, hospitality, chastity, diligence, non-violent behavior, and humility, as well as outlines times for the Opus Dei, meals, meditative reading (lectio), and manual labor. 

The Rule’s most lasting attraction is its signature ordinary quality. This spiritual guide was not designed for mystics or superhumans but for the average person wanting to commune with God. Though originally written for those living in medieval monasteries, today its practical spiritual wisdom attracts readers and followers from every walk of life.

The Rule begins with a call to obedience and listening, and modern Benedictine monks and nuns are indeed, in my experience, regular people who are extraordinary listeners. Sister Linda Kulzer is a spiritual director (or mentor) at St. John’s Abbey, and in our interactions she certainly practices “holy listening,” as the famous Prologue teaches:

Listen, Child of God, to your teacher’s wisdom. Pay attention to what your heart hears. Make sure you freely accept and live out the loving Father’s directions. The work of obedience is the way to return to Christ when the carelessness of disobedience has made you stray. My words are meant for you specifically, whoever and wherever you are, wanting to turn from your own self-will and join Christ, the Lord of all. Follow him by wearing the powerful, sacred shield of submission. Pray first before you do any worthwhile work. Then persist and never weaken in prayer. God loves us as his own sons and daughters and forgives us, so we must not grieve him by rejecting that love and doing evil. We must always make the best use of the good things God gives us.

The main themes of Ælfric’s large corpus are reflected in these opening instructions of

the Rule, and its caring fatherly tone is also a trait of Ælfric’s prose. The most important shared motif is Listen. Pay attention to God’s words. (For Ælfric, as we have seen, that also meant Know your audience.) Other Benedictine principles found both here and in Ælfric’s corpus are equally active: Be obedient. Surrender your will. Turn to Christ. Pray. Repent. Battle the evil within your own soul. And use God’s good gifts to please him with your actions.  Ælfric recognized the power of Benedict’s Rule resides in its simplicity and brevity. He knew he wisdom of its last sentence (the ‘Epilogue’): “Whoever you are rushing to your heavenly home, follow with Christ’s help this little rule [author’s italics] we’ve written for beginners. Only then, with God watching over you, will you eventually reach the soaring heights of doctrine and goodness” (Chapter 73, verse 8).

Shaped as Ælfric’s sermons are by the wisdom of Benedict’s ‘little rule,’ it is interesting that this Anglo-Saxon monk describes the first command Eden-rich Adam and Eve broke as “þæt lytle bebod” (“that little rule / commandment”), an Old English phrase echoing “this little rule” of Benedict’s Epilogue. In sermon XXI, “De Falsis Diis” Ælfric writes:  “Ne hungor ne þurst, ne hefigtyme cyle, / ne nan swidhlic hæte, ne seocnyss ne mihton / Adam geswencan on þam earde, / þa hwile þe he þæt lytle bebod mid geleafan geheold. (Neither hunger nor thirst nor bitter cold / nor overwhelming heat nor sickness could / torment Adam on this earth, / so long as he faithfully kept that little commandment [author’s italics].)
  Perhaps in this striking Old English echo of the Rule’s Epilogue Ælfric is laying bare his entire theological argument. As Benedict’s Prologue points out, the child of God finds following submission’s path simple; the only ‘hard’ thing is stubborn self-will: “The work of obedience is the way to return to Christ when the carelessness of disobedience has made you stray.”  Ælfric viewed obedience as a comfort, not a daunting divine request, and his framing the Fall of Man as Adam and Eve’s breaking “þæt lytle bebod” (“that little commandment”) shows the core of his mercy-focused Benedictine theology.  

Ælfric understood the Ur-bebod God gave Adam and Eve as being—to put it in the vernacular—“not a big deal.” Instead, God’s first “little commandment” was synonymous with (and also a type of) the reassuring words spoken by God’s Son: “Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest. . . . For my yoke is easy and my burden is light” (Matthew 11.28-30) and Benedict’s “little rule.”  In Ælfric’s Benedictine mind, God’s first “little commandment” and the later “little rule” of Benedict were separated only by time, not by spirit because Ælfric understood and taught God the Father did (through Christ) and will do (through the Holy Spirit) most of the work for his children who desire spiritual growth; all that is left is humility through repentance and kindness by doing good.  A study of the influence on Ælfric of The Rule of St. Benedict is a large lacuna in Old English scholarship and deserves close attention. Another interesting comparison could be made between Benedict’s positive simplification of The Rule of the Master—that main source for his Rule—with Ælfric’s quite similar positive adaptation and simplification of his patristic sources in his own sermons (and, as mentioned earlier, his own simplification of the Concordia in his Latin Letter to the Monks of Eynsham). A thorough analysis of Ælfric’s teaching in light of the Rule would require more room than this Introduction allows, but such an analysis would center Ælfrician scholarship in ways this Benedictine monk would certainly have approved.
  

The core of Ælfric’s theology is praising God’s generous goodness. He often describes God’s democratic giving:  

Because of his goodness, God has given us the light of the sun as a lamp during the day, and God also gives us the moon and the stars to light our way at night, and he even gives us various good things to eat. He gives us our food: birds and fishes living in the waters and nourishing wild animals living in the woods. Because of God’s great generosity, he has given us all things in common, to the rich and to the poor. Anyone who can catch the animals can eat them.

Examples supporting these arguments are presented in my book, God of Mercy: Ælfric’s 

Sermons and Theology, which is under contract and submitted to Mercer University Press.  In God of Mercy I have translated seventeen never-before-translated sermons by Ælfric that are edited in John C. Pope’s Supplementary Homilies (1967-8).  These translated sermons represent not only the best sermons Ælfric wrote but also the best in Anglo-Saxon literature.  Their central joy is one of praising God as creator, and this is the spirit of “Cædmon’s Hymn.”  If we praise Ælfric’s “success” as a writer, teacher, and theologian/scholar, we must also remember the essence of his deceptively simple Benedictine theology:  godly joy.

I would like to end by singing Cædmon’s hymn to music I composed recently.

Thank you very much.
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