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„ PAX
The soft plodding of the donkey through the hills of Judea was matched by the
steady pace of the man leading the way. The sun was low in the sky and the sounds
of field work and other outside activity were receding into households. The man was
Joseph of Nazareth and on the donkey was Mary, his betrothed, who was great with
child. We know the story so well, the stop at the local inn, the brief conversation and
the kindness of the inn keeper to offer the stable as a substitute for a room. It was all
so quiet and ordinary. The imperial census had increased traffic a great deal as
residents of Roman provinces made their ways to their home towns, Joseph to
Bethlehem for he was a descendent of David, son of Jesse. It was quite a while since
Bethlehem had seen this much traffic. But Joseph and Mary made no complaint
when the inn was filled to capacity. They knew the increased flow would tax the
facilities, just as they knew the census would tax them. Accepting the kind offer of
the stable they set about to make the place as suitable for the night’s lodging as they
could, not knowing that this would be more than just another night.
There are many details of that night and the days following which we do not know.
There were, of course, labor pains and water and a delivery. We do not know if there
was a midwife or how long labor lasted or at what time delivery occurred. The
miracle is that two millennia later we know as much as we do, more than we know
about any birth that long ago. The reason resides in the incredible memory of
mothers for the particulars of every birth. Any mother can recite the details around
any of her births. Mary was no exception. Luke the Physician and Evangelist is the
recorder and publisher of the story, but Mary is the source. That’s why we are able
2,000 years later to recite the events episode by episode, the birth, the manger, the
shepherds, the angels, the song (Gloria in Excelsis), the wise men from the East (oops,
that’s in Matthew), the circumcision and naming, with such precision. Not all the
details are provided, but the outline of the story is very clear. Creative story telling
never provides all the details. That kills the imagination. As we fill in the details we
find ourselves drawn into the story.
It was not a big, public event. It was in the silence of the night, without “lights,
camera, action,” no fanfare. The story could have been lost in the obscurity of
millions of births in that time, no names, no narrative, nothing special. The episode
of the announcement by an angel and the choir of angels singing in the heavens
involved the shepherds, and the narrative does not indicate that Mary and Joseph
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even witnessed it, though the
shepherds related it to them. No
fanfare. Simplicity itself.
Shepherds, not ambassadors or
high priests. Simplicity.
God does not need fanfare or
fancy in his work. The work of
God is direct and purposeful. It
can be as overwhelming as
anything we have ever known
(just look at the creation) or as
quiet and unobtrusive as a birth
in a stable. The purpose is for
God to take on human flesh on
the way to rescuing this human
family from its bondage to
death and the devil. God does it in his own time and
in his own way. It isn’t something we could or would
design.
The magnification of this birth in a stable in
Bethlehem from its initial simplicity to an earth
changing event is hindsight par excellence. The
movement sparked by the teaching of this itinerant
preacher, the way in which he began in the bosom of
Abrahamic faith and reached beyond, the dicey
interplay of local authorities and imperial politics, the
brutal suppression of the teacher and the movement
by crucifixion and erasure, exploded into Palestine
and the Roman world, at first tentatively and
cautiously, then with increasing boldness and
openness. The message was whispered from person to
person, then taught in small groups and house
churches, then preached in any place that ears would
hear, and finally written in letters, gospels, sermons,
apologies and treatises. This part of the story has
drama and violence, deep thought and lots of action.
And the simple story of a stable in Bethlehem
assumes greater importance. When the eyes of
believers look back through the cross and resurrection
the importance of the birth in Bethlehem grows into
more than a simple story; it is huge. It is God coming
in our flesh. It is the beginning of our liberation.
Listen to St. Gregory of Nazianzus (d. 389) reflect on
what was happening in that birth. “He who makes
rich is made poor; he takes on the poverty of my flesh,

that I may gain the riches of his
divinity. He who is full is made
empty; he is emptied for a brief
space of his glory, that I may
share in his fullness. What is this
wealth of goodness? What is this
mystery that surrounds me? I
received the likeness of God, but
failed to keep it. He takes on my
flesh, to bring salvation to the
image, immortality to the flesh.
He enters into a second union
with us, a union far more
wonderful than the first.”
That’s where the celebration
comes from. If it doesn’t veer off
into externals we will always be at the manger for
Christmass, blessing God for the greatest of all gifts in
this simple stable. Praised be Jesus Christ, born of
Mary!
May Christ be born in you anew!
Fr. John

The Congregation of the Servants of Christ, St.
Augustine's House, is an ecumenical Christian community
whose life of discipleship is inspired and shaped by the
Holy Rule of St. Benedict. We identify with the Lutheran
tradition, understood as a movement within and for the
one holy catholic and apostolic Church of Jesus Christ.
We are committed to the growth of the permanent resident
community, to the pursuit of ecumenical understanding,
and to the provision of retreats for members of the
Fellowship of St. Augustine and others. We seek to serve
the whole Church by our life of prayer and by the use of
our facilities.

News & Notes
 Ken Greble of Fowlerville, MI, is the husband of a
pastor, a student at Trinity Seminary in Columbus,
OH, and has been assigned to an internship at
Calvary Lutheran Church, Clarkston, MI. He is also a
credentialed spiritual director. In the course of his
internship he will live part time at St. Augustine’s
House, which saves him quite a bit of travel time and
enriches the mix here.


The Council met on October 13 & 14 to deal
with one or two matters, but mostly to spend the time
planning ahead. The fall session is deliberately nonlegislative in order to foster imagining and planning
ahead. Members received a proposed Manual for
Oblates from associate member Charles Malin, to
which major contributions were made by associate
members Pastor Philip Nordstrand and Bishop
Matthew Riegel. It awaits the final fitting together of
the pieces by the prior.
 The 2016 Fellowship Day on October 15 had four
parts: the Votive Mass at 9:30 with Bishop Donald
Kreiss preaching, the Blessing and Dedication of the
new Brugger Residence Hall, the presentation,
“Reclaiming the Sacred: Monasticism and the Renewal
of the Church,” by Dr. Ken Grant of the University of
Detroit Mercy, and a fine luncheon in the retreat house.
The day was well attended (70 to 75), spectacular in its
presentations and well received by all. Great thanks to
all who participated. See pictures below.
 Fellowship Day was immediately followed by
another spectacular event, the 90th Birthday Party for
our associate member Ernie Baker on October 16.
Ernie’s actual birthday was October 20, but some 150
people showed up on October 16 to celebrate Ernie at
90.
www.StAugustinesHouse.org
Find us on Facebook

THE BUILDING AND THE DEBT
From 2015 on we have been reporting progress on the
new Brugger Residence Hall. We are at about 85 %
complete, with 10 % of that remaining being an
elevator. We have borrowed $300,000 from Thrivent
Financial (September of 2016) and have begun
repayment of that loan at $3,074 per month. As with
previous building projects we will provide members
and friends regular reports on our progress on the
mortgage. Members and friends are invited to adopt a
mortgage payment for a month. Every contribution of
$1,000 or more as a memorial or in honor of someone
will be listed in the quarterly Newsletter.

As we finish the building in the weeks ahead several
parts are still available for sponsorship. Fr. Tom
Smith of Pittsburgh adopted the construction of ten
rooms, but the furnishing for only one room has been
spoken for, this by Helen Herbel. That means nine
more are available at $800 each. A memorial window
in stained glass for Fr. Arthur is on its way to us at
$5,000 and is available for
sponsorship. If you can’t tell
by the pictures please be
assured the building is
outstanding and well worth
the investment.
Paid: $4,000
Owed: $296,000

JOHN DAVID BAKER
1951—2016
It is with sadness that we take note in this newsletter
of the unexpected death of our contractor and longtime friend, John D. Baker. After a short illness the
latter part of October, he passed away on November
7th. He was 65 years of age. Our church here, which
he himself and had built a decade and a half ago, was
filled to overflowing for his Requiem Mass on
November 12th. His ashes were interred in our
cemetery.
Our relationship with John
goes back to the 1980s
when Fr. Arthur hired him
to build an addition onto
his small hermitage. Since
then under his business
name, The House
Mechanic, he built a
garage and workshop, carried out an extensive
renovation of the Retreat House, built what we
consider his opus magnum, our Church of the
Visitation of the Blessed Virgin Mary, did an
extensive reworking of the infrastructure and
driveway and parking space, and built a new

residential wing with library and office space. At the
time of his death he had brought our newest building
project, which will provide additional residential and
meeting space, to substantial completion. In addition,
between these larger projects he was the man we
called upon for many smaller jobs and repairs.
Now we must pick up the task of finishing our
building where John left off. Fortunately, much of the
work can be placed in the hands of sub-contractors
and in many cases contracts for this work had already
been let out. We are grateful for the assistance of
John’s widow, Lora Baker, and of John’s coworker,
Ronald Brauer, who is himself an experienced
handyman and is familiar with this project.
“Blessed are the dead who die in the Lord,” declares
the Book of Revelation, “that they may rest from their
labors, for their deeds follow them.” The deeds of
John Baker are to be seen in a particularly concrete
form here at St. Augustine’s House. May they witness
to the sacredness and enduring value of honest

human labor and point forward to the blessedness and
rest that is promised the laborers.
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Below: Pictures from Fellowship Day and the blessing of
the new building.

