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Reflections on “Wisdom hath built herself a house...” Proverbs 9 

 
 by Sister Donald Corcoran, OSB, CAM, given at the blessing of 

The Monastery of St. Benedict Center, Madison, Wisconsin, May 21, 1995 

 

Certainly one of the great wisdom figures of Western civilization, Western culture, is St. Benedict of 

Nursia. The perennial and living power of his way of wisdom is alive here—at the Monastery of St. 

Benedict’s Center. 

 

The vision of the Benedictine Sisters of this house, this household of God, is a brave and courageous 

response to the Spirit speaking in our times. The Spirit is speaking strongly in the increasing and 

widespread ferment for greater and greater Christian community or koinonia. “Wisdom hath built 

herself a house...”—here in Madison. In order to give a place for the growth of a Christian 

interdenominational monastery, a place of shared life, worship and spiritual discipline—inspired by 

the ancient and living wisdom of the Rule of Benedict. 

 

Our Lord Jesus Christ tells us that the wise person builds their house on rock—the rock here is the 

very Benedictine foundational virtue of reverence (the timor Domini referred to in the reading from 

Proverbs and which Proverbs refers to as ‘the beginning of wisdom’). Initium sapientiae timor 

Domini—reverence is the first step of Benedict’s ladder. Benedict speaks also of the rock which is 

Christ—against whom all evil energy is to be dashed. Those called together to fill, to enliven, to 

create a family of St. Benedict in this house will succeed in the measure that their dedication is built 

on that foundational reverence, on the central commitment to the Holy One revealed in Christ. 

Indeed, “that they truly seek God” is the only requirement for monastic life mentioned by Benedict 

in his Rule.  

 

Wisdom has a particular concreteness to it. Knowledge can be abstract, even cold—but wisdom tends 

to be personal, embodied, knows ‘how to act,’ ‘ how to do,’ how to guide others, knows how to 

create an embodied grace. Wisdom seeks embodiment in life. And so this building gives concrete and 

material expression to a vision. Benedictines, with their unique vow of stability, know the way that 

fields and trees, the furniture and the art, the silence, grace and dignity of the Monastery express 

the Divine Mystery itself. “Terribilis est isti—How awesome is this place.” (from the Liturgy for the 

Dedication of the Church). 

 

The etymology of the word monk is “monos”—meaning one, alone, all-one, simple, unified, 

integrated, single. Even St. Bernard in the 12th century tried to extend the meaning of “monos” and 

since the book of Wisdom tells us the “wisdom loves to be played with”—let me suggest that the 

monastic person lives for the one reality—that Center of all centers (God) whose center is 

everywhere and which has no circumference—and is, therefore, not set against others but 

encompasses, embraces all.  
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The work of the monk, I suggest, is to do the work of integration, reconciliation, “con-centration”—

to unite with the Center of all centers and therefore to experience “no circumference,” no 

exclusion, to be embracing, welcoming. As Ed Beers so well expressed it this morning, as our 

experience of God deepens there are, increasingly, no more insiders and outsiders. To live “at the 

Center”—to con-centrate—far from isolating, opens the center of the heart. St. Benedict says in the 

Prologue to his Rule—“as we run the way of God’s commandments, our hearts expand.”  The reading 

from Proverbs says, “Wisdom hath sent out her maidservants to call from the highest 

places...whoever is simple, (whoever is monos?), let her/him turn in here...for the feast”—the feast 

of wisdom, for God’s truth, the love of Christ. “Walk the way of insight”—of wisdom, prajna, 

theoria, contemplatio. 

 

Shortly before he died Benedict went into a tower to pray—deep in prayer, he had a cosmic vision, a 

vision of the universe gathered together before his eyes. Deep in prayer, in con-centration, in going 

inward to his own center and there encountering the Center of all centers, his heart expanded. 

Indeed, Gregory the Great in his report of the vision says “it was not that the world grew small but 

that his heart was enlarged.”  Benedict’s vision shows us that the heart has infinite possibilities of 

enlargement. It is no wonder that the Benedictine spirit is characterized by a pax, a deep peace 

which is non-adversarial, that is characterized by a loving yin.  

 

It has been fashionable in some cases of recent monastic architecture to return to a curious medieval 

term for one room of the monastery—the calefactory—the place for “making warm.”  In the medieval 

monasteries, great stone buildings, largely unheated—it was the one room where there was a hearth, 

a fire. So—in an extended sense—some recently built monasteries have termed as “calefactory” the 

place where one can come at any time during the day for a cup of tea or coffee, for a chat, for 

fellowship, for warmth.  

 

It is not insignificant that the hearth, the fireplace, therefore, the “calefactory” of this monastery in 

Madison, has carved in the stone of its mantle the key phrase of Our Lord’s high priestly prayer—

“that all may be one.”  This is the deepest wish, deepest prayer of Our Lord’s heart—to share the 

Trinitarian unity which, far from extinguishing distinction, heightens them to deeper and deeper 

personhood.  

 

“Wisdom hath built herself a house...” a house of reverence, a house of hospitality, a house for the 

pursuit of wisdom together—a house of prayer and God’s praise.  

 

Speaking on behalf of the Ecumenical Board, I congratulate the Sisters, staff and friends of this 

Monastery—for their great work and noble vision, and I feel assured that each of us on the 

Ecumenical Board feel honored to be involved in the “up-building” of this, Wisdom’s house. We 

pledge our support and on-going effort—with great hope—that one day truly “all may be one.” 

 


