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The Monastery of Chevetogne was founded at Amay (Belgium) in 1925 by Dom 
Lambert Beauduin. The community moved to its present location at Chevetogne in 1939. The 
monastery is Roman Catholic community of Benedictine monks, dedicated to prayer and 
work for Christian unity. While the Monastery is fully part of the western monastic tradition, 
it is distinguished by the fact that the monks celebrate daily worship according to both the 
Latin and the Byzantine rites. 

Christian monasteries have historically been centers of learning and culture. As such, 
they have made significant contributions to the life of the Churches as well as to the whole of 
civil society. It is important, however, to bear in mind that the essence of monastic existence 
does not reside in cultural or scholarly activities, but rather in the domain of faith. It can, 
therefore, never be satisfying to describe it purely in historical and cultural terms. As I wish to 
convey to you something of the reality of our monastic experience at Chevetogne, I will, with 
your indulgence, make use of some properly religious concepts. 

The Christian monastic ideal is to arrange one’s life in such a way as to devote as 
much of one’s time and attention as possible to the praise of God, and to the study and 
meditation of the God’s Word in Holy Scripture. Such an ideal calls for concentration and 
self-discipline, that is, some form of “asceticism”. True Christian monastic asceticism, 
however, must never be an end in itself, but only a means for opening oneself to God’s free 
gift of grace. A monastery is therefore not a place of constraint, but one of freedom ... 
freedom to open oneself completely to God. 

Most of those who pursue this ideal do so in communities, because it is natural to seek 
God first in the community of believers – the Church – where his praise is sung day and night. 
The experiences, insights and inspirations of each community, leave their mark on the way in 
which each of them pursues the monastic ideal. The monks of Chevetogne thus lead a 
monastic life which is characterized by a truly ecumenical spirit, and a deep love of the 
spiritual heritage of all Christian churches in general, and that of the Orthodox Churches in 
particular. 

My role here will be briefly to examine the origins of that orientation, and to evoke 
some of the personalities who exercised a positive or a negative influence on its early 
development. 

The striking improvement in relations between the Roman Catholic and Orthodox 
Churches, particularly since the 1960’s, due to the untiring efforts of devoted churchmen in 
both Churches (Patriarch Athenagoras I, Pope John XXIII, Metropolitan Nikodim, Cardinals 
Bea and Willebrands, and many others) is well known to all. Equally clear is the 
overwhelming importance to those relations of the very timely question of “uniatism”. How is 
one to situate the historical development of the Monastery of Chevetogne within the history 
of relations between the Roman Catholic and Orthodox Churches in the 20th century? How 
did the founders of Chevetogne relate to other Catholics involved with the Orthodox 
Churches? What was their connection to the Eastern Catholic Churches and to what is known 
as “uniatism”? 
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I propose briefly to examine these questions here. At the time of the foundation of 
Chevetogne, a number of different attitudes towards the Orthodox Churches and towards 
Christian unity co-existed within the Roman Catholic Church. It will be useful to show how 
these various attitudes influenced the development of Chevetogne. Inevitably, the need of 
brevity will oblige us to run the risk of oversimplifying complex subjects. 

One such highly complex phenomenon is what is called “uniatism”, which figures 
high on the agenda of every Orthodox-Catholic dialogue, and which appears as the chief 
stumbling block to real progress in relations between the Churches. It would be seriously 
lacking in candor on our part, if we avoided mentioning it here. I am aware that the word 
“uniatism” has taken on a very pejorative sense; I use it here as a technical and historical 
term. 

To understand the phenomenon, we must go back to the Council of Florence 
(1438-45), which attempted to find a way to unity between the Western Roman Catholic 
Church and the Eastern Churches, estranged from each other for several centuries. The 
Byzantine Emperor John VIII Paleologus actively favored the union, hoping that through it 
western Catholic princes might come more easily to his aid in the defense of the Empire 
against the Turks. The Union of Florence was signed in 1439. It was based on a series of 
compromises concerning differences in doctrine and practice. But it did not survive the fall of 
Constantinople, which occurred only fourteen years later in 1453. Disavowed by a majority of 
the Orthodox clergy and monks, it finally collapsed when the imperial state was no longer 
present to enforce it. 

For the Orthodox, the Union of Florence was no more than an unfortunate episode, in 
which political opportunism momentarily gained the upper hand over the Orthodox faith. For 
the Catholic Church, on the other hand, it proved to be of more durable significance: it 
opened the possibility of true pluralism within the Roman Catholic communion in matters of 
liturgy, canon law, and even theological expression. 

A century and a half later, at the end of the 16th century, “uniatism” proper came into 
being in Poland. The vast territory which gradually came under Lithuanian sway after the fall 
of Kiev in the 13th century, was inhabited by Orthodox Christians. When Lithuania and 
Poland merged in 1569, those Orthodox Christians found themselves within the borders of a 
powerful Catholic state. Hoping to bring renewal to their Church, and encouraged by the 
Jesuits, champions of the Counter-Reformation, the Orthodox bishops in the Polish State 
agreed to enter into full communion with the Roman See. The terms of the proposed Union of 
Brest were akin to those of the Union of Florence: the “united” Eastern Christians would 
retain their liturgical and canonical traditions, while assenting to Roman primacy. 

The Union of Brest-Litovsk was beyond any doubt a sincere attempt to attain greater 
Christian unity on the regional level, in spite of the non-religious factors which undoubtedly 
played their role. It failed, however, to achieve its goal. When the tune for concluding the 
Union came in 1596, two of the bishops refused to sign. Widespread controversy ensued, in 
an atmosphere of polemics and conflict, and a large proportion of the clergy and laymen 
repudiated the Union. It became painfully clear that the bishops had entered communion with 
the Catholic Church at the price of breaking communion with the Orthodox Churches. The 
Polish state, especially under Zygmunt III actively supported the so-called “uniate” party to 
the detriment of the Orthodox party, thus helping to embitter relations between Christians 
who had once been member of a single undivided Church. 

The “uniate” model of Church unity was later applied to the cases of every other 
Eastern Church. It was at times used as the instrument of a Catholic rulers whose realms 
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included Orthodox populations. At times it was simply an instrument of Catholic proselytism 
to the detriment of the Orthodox and Oriental Churches. 

If we were to draw up the balance sheet of the influence of “uniatism” for the 
credibility of the Roman Catholic Church ad extra in her relations with other Churches and 
with non-Christians that balance would have to be negative. Today, the policy of “uniatism” 
as a model for and means to the future unity of the Christian Church is taken seriously by no 
one. 

The policy of “uniatism” – the use of ritual concessions to support individual or 
collective proselytism to the detriment of another Church – has rightly been abandoned by the 
Catholic Church as a policy and as a model of unity. But what of the “Uniates”, the Eastern 
Catholics themselves? It must be said with emphasis that Roman Catholics cannot disavow 
them, nor pretend that they do not exist. It would be neither morally justifiable nor 
theologically conceivable for Roman Catholics to repudiate the bond of communion, which 
links them to Eastern Catholics. This should be all the more clear, given the tremendous 
suffering Eastern Catholics have been willing to endure – particularly in the last half century 
– in order to maintain that bond of communion. 

The significance ad intra of the existence of Eastern Churches in the Roman Catholic 
Communion has been considerably more positive than ad extra. They have been a tempering 
influence on Latin legalism, a witness to the value of pluralism in the face of western 
tendencies to centralization and uniformity. They have played a major role – particularly at 
the Second Vatican Council – in underlining the fundamental importance to ecclesiology of 
the Local Church. Finally, in spite of the intolerance and discrimination which they have 
often suffered from Western Catholics, they have borne witness to the hope and the 
possibility of an honest and loyal dialogue between Roman Catholicism and other Christian 
traditions. It was that hope and that possibility that Dom Lambert Beauduin attempted to seize 
in 1925, at the foundation of Amay/Chevetogne. 

Father Lambert Beauduin was born at Waremme (Province of Liège) in 1873. He was 
ordained to the priesthood for the Diocese of Liege in 1897. For a brief period, he ministered 
to young factory workers. But in 1906 he decided to enter the monastic life, and joined the 
Monastery of Mont-César at Louvain. In 1909, he launched the popular Liturgical Movement, 
and from 1909 to 1914 he edited the journal Questions liturgiques et pastorales. During the 
First World War and the German occupation, Father Lambert actively helped the Resistance; 
in the end he was obliged to flee to England and Ireland. After the War, he returned to 
Belgium, but was sent by his abbot to Rome in 1921 to teach dogmatic theology at the 
international Benedictine monastic College of St. Anselm. It was there that he came to know 
and love Eastern Christianity. 

The Liturgical Movement, which had been Father Lambert’s primary interest until 
then, was one of a series of movements in the Catholic Church in the 20th century which 
sought to bring Catholic Christianity “back to its sources”. The blossoming of renewed 
interest in the Bible and in the Fathers of the Church, together with the Liturgical Movement 
made Catholic thinking more aware of its roots in Holy Scripture, in the witness of early 
Christianity, and in the sober majesty of liturgical worship, unencumbered by the 
sentimentality of the “popular devotions” which had come to dominate Catholic spirituality. 
In the Christian East, Father Lambert discovered a form of Christianity vibrantly close to its 
biblical and patristic origins, and whose rich liturgy was both the source and the expression of 
Christian piety. It became clear to him that Catholics had much to learn from their Orthodox 
brethren, and that in doing so, they would become more genuinely faithful to their own 
Christian tradition. 
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Father Lambert owed that discovery to a number of factors, not the least of which was 
the friendship and inspiration of a great 20th century churchman, Metropolitan Andrij 
Szeptyckyj (1865-1944), Greek Catholic Archbishop of Lviv and head of the Ukrainian 
Catholic Church. Born into a family of polonized Ukrainian nobles, Szeptyckyj entered 
monastic life and the priesthood in the Eastern Rite1. During his 44-year tenure as Archbishop 
of Lviv (1900-1944), he showed himself a staunch defender particularly in the Polish 
Republic – of the Ukrainian people and of the Church over which he presided. Yet his true 
greatness lay – in the experience of Father Lambert and the early monks of Amay/Chevetogne 
– in his deep commitment to the Christian faith, which allowed him to rise above national and 
confessional matters. As Szeptyckyj has at times been portrayed unfavorably as a narrow 
nationalist, it might be useful to mention a few elements which illustrate Szeptyckyj’s nobility 
of character, which were such an inspiration to Father Lambert. 

During the First World War, Szeptyckyj was taken prisoner by the imperial Russian 
forces, and eventually came to be interned in the Spasso-Efimievsky monastery at Suzdal. It 
is quite telling to note that Szeptyckyj showed himself quite unpreoccupied with his own 
personal plight and humiliation. On the contrary, he quickly formed a friendship with the 
monk who acted is his jailer, Brother Iakov, and grew very deeply interested in the teaching 
of Iakov’s Russian Orthodox spiritual father, Stephen Podgorny2. That which inspired love of 
one’s brethren and strengthened one’s faith seemed to interest Szeptyckyj more than anything 
else. 

Much later, in 1938, the Polish government used a legal ploy to seize a large number 
of church buildings in the region of Cholm; some of the churches were made into Latin Rite 
churches, and many others were closed and destroyed. Szeptyckyj defended the rights of the 
Orthodox Church in a pastoral letter condemning the unjust action of the Polish government 
and the persecution of the Orthodox Church3. The Polish authorities never allowed the letter 
to be published in Poland, but it was largely publicized in the West. In spite of centuries of 
animosity between “Uniates” and Orthodox, Szeptyckyj would not be a party to injustice 
towards a sister Church. 

Szeptyckyj also realized very early on that the hatred of Jews – anti-Semitism – is 
totally incompatible with Christianity. He learned to speak Hebrew, and liked to expound the 
Old Testament when he met members of the numerous Jewish communities of Galicia4. 
During the Nazi occupation, he vigorously opposed the deportation of Jews, particularly in his 
pastoral letter “Thou Shalt Not Kill”. He was probably the only Catholic bishop in occupied 
Europe to write personally to Himmler to protest against the persecution of the Jews5. At a 
time in history when anti-Semitism was very fashionable, Szeptyckyj openly opposed it, at 
great risk to himself. 

                                                
1 Two of members of his family had already occupied the position of Metropolitan of the Ukrainian Catholic 
Church, Athanasius Szeptyckyj, 1729-1746, and Leo Ill Szeptyckyj 1778-1779. The family had since adopted 
the Latin Rite and the Polish language. The parents of the future Metropolitan Andrij were very upset by his 
decision to return to the “rite” of his ancestors. C.f. KOROLEVSKIJ, Cyrille: Métropolite André  Szeptyckyj 
1865-1944, Rome, 1964, p. 13ff. 
2 Cf.: KOROLEVSKIJ, op.cit. pp. 136-139. 
3 Cf.: LAMBRECHTS, Antoine: “Orthodoxes et Grecs-Catholiques en Pologne. La défense des biens de I'Église 
orthodoxe par le métropolite Andrea∑eptyc’kyj” in Irénikon  64(1991) No 1, pp. 44-56. 
4 Cf.: REDLICH, S.: “Metropolitan Andrei Sheptyts’kyi, Ukrainian and Jews during and after the Holocaust”, in  
5 Cf.. LEWIN, Kurt I.: “Archbishop Andreas Sheptytsky and the Jewish Community in Galicia during the 
Second World War”, in.... Yorkton Saskatchewan, 1960, pp. 133-142, and DUPUY, Bernard: “La dissolution de 
l’Église greco-catholique en 1945 par le regime soviétique dans les territoires conquis”, in Istina, 34(1989) N° 
3-4, p. 292. 
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Father Lambert was impressed and influenced by Szeptyckyj’s love of the Eastern 
Christian tradition. Other eminent orientalists such as Dom Placide De Meester and the 
remarkable French priest Charon, who called himself Cyrille Korolevsky, also encouraged 
him in his interest in the Christian East. 

Little by little, he conceived the idea of a Roman Catholic monastery, where the 
monks would cultivate a special interest in the Eastern Churches, in view of helping create the 
conditions necessary for the reconciliation and unity of the Christian Churches. The monks 
would try, through prayer, honest and loyal dialogue and patient understanding, to help 
overcome the misunderstandings and heal the wounds which perpetuate the division of 
Churches. Study would be important for them, since they could scarcely expect to make a 
valid contribution to the movement for Church Unity, without competence in the relevant 
fields of theology and history. Finally, in order to understand the spiritual outlook and 
experience of Orthodox Christians, the monks would do well actually to worship according to 
the rite of the Orthodox Churches. 

Father Lambert submitted a project along these lines to Pope Pius XI, through the 
“good offices” of one Michel d’Herbigny, of whom we shall have more to say in a moment. 
Pius XI made the project his own, addressing the papal letter Equidem Verba  (dated 21st 
March 1924) to the Benedictine Abbot Primate, Father Fidelis von Stotzingen, asking that a 
group of Benedictine monks should devote themselves to study and prayer for Christian 
Unity, particularly with reference to the Christians of Russia. The letter emphasizes the idea 
that the Benedictines are especially well suited to contacts with Oriental Christians. Western 
(Benedictine) monasticism traces its origins back to the early Christian monasticism of the 
Eastern Church; western monasticism developed and matured in contact and harmony with 
Eastern monasticism, long before their respective churches came to be estranged from each 
other. Benedictines endeavor to remain close to the ideals of primitive monasticism. And 
finally, they are known for their love of liturgical prayer, and of the tradition of the Fathers. 

It would be misleading to suggest that the ideas of Equidem Verba were cast in any 
mold other than that of the pre-ecumenical concept of a “return to Roman unity”. It would 
likewise be inaccurate, however, to claim that Plus XI’s initiative was insincere or 
opportunistic. Plus XI was driven by a sincere desire to find unity with the Orthodox 
Churches. It would be left to others to carry his insights and initiatives to their logical 
conclusions in an honest and brotherly dialogue, with the Catholic and Orthodox Churches on 
equal footing. 

Somewhat predictably, the Abbot Primate designated Father Lambert Beauduin to 
undertake founding a monaster which would incarnate the ideas set out by the Pope. He 
received permission from his Abbot to leave Rome and return to Belgium in order to prepare 
the foundation. He made an extended visit to Western Ukraine (then part of the Polish state), 
as the guest of Metropolitan Szeptyckyj, to meet the Eastern Churches at first hand. One of 
the high points of his stay was his visit to the Orthodox Lavra of Pochaiev, where he 
witnessed the celebration of the Feast of the Annunciation. 

Back in Belgium again, Father Lambert wrote a commentary on Equidem Verba, and 
published it in the form of a brochure entitled Une oeuvre monastique pour l’Union des 
Eglises. In it, he set forth the goals and methods of the new foundation. The “Monks of 
Unity” were to be motivated by deep loyalty to their own Church and tradition; they were to 
cultivate a deep love of the Christian East, through the study of the Church Fathers, of the 
Liturgy, and of the history of the Eastern Churches; they were, above all, to be true monks, 
and were to posses a “universal, catholic, ecumenical spirit, foreign to the narrowness of 
nationalism, transcending ethnic divisions”. Their aim would be to create a climate of mutual 
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love and understanding among the Churches, which would allow them to draw nearer to each 
other, and to Christian Unity6. 

The brochure was widely circulated – it was to have three editions – and aroused 
considerable interest in Catholic circles. In the course of 1925, a number of monks of other 
monasteries expressed the desire to take part in the new monastic community. Small but 
suitable quarters were found in the former Carmelite Convent at Amay, and by December 
1925, community life began. 

Until September I925, Father Lambert had seriously considered the possibility of 
some form of organic connection between his foundation and Metropolitan Szeptyckyj’s 
Ukrainian Catholic Church. Szeptyckyj, for his part, had hoped that Benedictine monks would 
help in the renewal of authentic monasticism in his Church. In 1923, he had written: 

 
“What could be more beautiful and more useful for Eastern Christianity than 
Byzantine Rite monasteries of the Order of Saint Benedict? Who could better 
interpret the liturgies and offices of the Eastern Christian notions? Who could 
better adapt to the work of Christian and liturgical culture?...”7 

 
He had, in fact, made a number of unsuccessful overtures to Belgian and French 

abbots, to interest them in founding a monastery in Galicia. The Amay project could hardly 
have left him indifferent. 

The decision that the Monastery of Amay-Chevetogne would not be part of 
Szeptyckyj’s projects at home or abroad came in September 1925, barely three months before 
the opening of the new monastery. The experience of the “Unity Week” held at Brussels from 
September 21 to 25, 1925, marked a turning point in Father Lambert’s attitude toward the 
work of the Ukrainian Metropolitan. This “Unity Week” took the form of a large-scale series 
of events, in which such important Catholic personalities as Cardinal Mercier, Metropolitan 
Szeptyckyj, and Father Fernand Portal (a pioneer in Anglican-Catholic relations) took part. At 
one point, a learned Russian Orthodox layman, Count Perovski, made a tremendous 
impression with his impromptu speech, “The Problem of Union from the Orthodox Point of 
View”. He startled many by claiming that the “Uniates” were the real obstacle – rather than a 
help – to Orthodox-Catholic rapprochement. A press summary of his words read: 

 
For Russians, the Catholic religion always seems linked to Polinization. However 
it is not to the Latin Church as such that they direct their hostility. The Eastern 
Catholic rite provokes among them much greater distrust. There is a nuance that 
the Russian does not grasp. The rites are those of his Mass, and yet it is not his 
Mass; there is a suspicion of insincerity which hangs over the Catholic clergy of 
the Eastern rite8. 

 

                                                
6 Une œuvre monastique pour l'Union des Églises, Louvain, Mont-César, 1925, second edition, Amay, 1926; 
third edition: L'œuvre des Moines Bénédictins d'Amay-sur-Meuse, Amay, 1937. 
7 In Bulletin des Missions 4(1923), p. 498. 
8 Le XXe Siècle, 23 septembre 1925, quoted in QUITSLUND, Sonya A.: Beauduin, a Prophet Vindicated, New 
York, 1973, p. 127. 
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From that point, Father Lambert decided that his monastic foundation would have no 
organic link with Szeptyckyj. 

The Monastery of Amay came into being in December 1925. The “chapelle 
byzantine” was inaugurated some eight months later. From the outset, therefore, the 
community was composed of two “choirs” of monks, one of the Latin rite, and one of he 
Byzantine rite. But likewise from the outset, the monks showed themselves to be deeply 
interested not only in Russia, not only in the Christian East, but also in all areas related to 
Christian Unity. The journal of the Monastery, Irénikon, which first appeared in 1926, 
reflected this orientation. From the first issues we find articles on Anglican-Orthodox 
relations, on the “High Church” movement in German Protestantism, and on the Lausanne 
Conference on Faith and Order. The journal and the “Collection Irénikon” included studies by 
both Catholic and non-Catholic authors. 

This approach increasingly won interest and support from Catholics. The concept of 
ecumenism was slowly gaining ground among intellectuals in all Churches (although the 
Roman Catholic Church was not to accept it officially until the Second Vatican Council 1962-
65). Another contributing factor was the fact that the influx of Russian Orthodox émigrés to 
Western Europe had begun to awaken a lively interest in Orthodoxy, A deep respect for its 
piety, and a great love of its magnificent music and art. 

Nevertheless, the majority of Roman Catholics – and most probably the majority of 
members of other Churches as well – had not yet come to think in a truly ecumenical way, or 
joyfully to welcome God’s truth in traditions other than their own. This unfortunate but 
elementary fact led to a serious attempt to include the Monastery of Amay-Chevetogne in a 
vast project aimed at Catholic proselytizing in Russia. 

The architect of that plan was a man intensely interested in Russia and the Christian 
East, but whose outlook and goals were diametrically opposed to those of Father Lambert. I 
refer to the Jesuit bishop Michel d’Herbigny (1860-1957). Born at Lille (France), Father 
d’Herbigny joined the Jesuit order in 1897. He grew interested in Russia under the guidance 
of the celebrated historian of relations between Russia and the Vatican, Father Paul Pierling, 
S.J., at the time when d’Herbigny was studying theology at Enghien and Father Pierling was 
in charge of the Slavic Library at Brussels. D’Herbigny learned the Russian language, and 
soon began to examine possible strategies for the “conversion” of Russia to Catholicism. In 
1911, he published a work on Vladimir Soloviev, under the title of A Russian Newman. In 
that book and throughout his subsequent career, he used Soloviev as an polemical example of 
how the Russian religious mind “inevitably” leads to Roman Catholicism. 

D’Herbigny’s paramount goal seems to have been the extension of the Catholic 
Church. Be it by individual conversions, or the hope of bringing a whole national Church into 
the Catholic Church, he appears to have put Catholic expansion and the defense of Catholic 
interests before all other considerations. 

 
“D’Herbigny proposed a ‘spiritual conquest’ of Russia by the supranational forces 
of Catholicism ... Numerous articles he published in the early 1920’s described 
Russia as being in the throes of political, social, moral and religious dissolution. 
The disintegration of the Russian Church, painted in the darkest colors, was 
ascribed to the long separation from Rome, to subsequent ecclesiastical 
nationalism and internal divisions, and to Protestant influences, before Bolshevik 
persecution dealt the last blow. The Communist regime and its persecution were a 
blessing in disguise for they would sweep the slate clean and make possible a 
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religious regeneration of Russia from the ground up, thanks to the labors of 
Catholic missionaries”9. 

 
D’Herbigny thought it therefore urgent to train missionaries who would harvest 

Russian souls rather like ripe fruit falling from the tree. Amay fit beautifully into his plan, as 
the monastic branch of his mission. 

Resident in Rome from 1922, d’Herbigny made a brilliant career for himself. He was 
appointed President of the Pontifical Oriental Institute and professor at the Gregorian 
University in 1922, then editor of the series Orientalia Christiana in 1923, then counselor at 
the Congregation for the Oriental Churches, and finally head of the powerful Commission 
Pro Russia, which was formed in 1925. 

D’Herbigny dreamed of secretly establishing a Catholic episcopate in Russia, not only 
for the pastoral needs of the Catholics living there, but as the bridgehead of his proposed 
missionary activities. In 1925, he submitted a project to that effect – with himself as 
intermediary – to Plus XI. In 1926, he was ordained bishop in the greatest secrecy in Berlin, 
then continued his journey to Russia, where he consecrated three Catholic bishops – Pie 
Neveu, Boleslas Sloskans, and Alexander Frison. On a subsequent trip in 1926, he 
consecrated still another bishop, Antony Maletski, and, to the embarrassment of the French 
diplomatic corps which had covered him until then, publicly revealed that he was a bishop. 
An advisor to the French Foreign Ministry deplored this curious mixture of underhand work, 
indiscretion imprudence, and mystery”10. Within a relatively short time, all four bishops11 
were prevented by the Soviet authorities from actively exercising their ministry. 

It is no less than tragic that d’Herbigny conceived the role of Catholics in the Russia 
of the 1920’s as one of competition with the Orthodox. The Catholic Church was primarily 
the Church of the many non-Russian Catholics living in Russia. Could she not have acted as a 
loyal sister-Church in some kind of solidarity with the Russian Orthodox Church in her time 
of humiliation and need? Would she not have enhanced her credibility and moral authority, 
rather than weakening them? One must judge these matters in the context of the polemical 
and anti-ecumenical ideas which were still current during the period under consideration. But 
the thought of that lost opportunity to show Christian charity and understanding saddens us 
even today. 

Bishop d’Herbigny was therefore predictably unhappy about the ecumenical approach 
adopted by Irénikon. Time after time, he attempted to bring Father Lambert and Amay into 
his missionary plan for Russia. When the time came to grant the new monastery the status of 
“independent priory” in 1928, the document, issued by d’Herbigny’s Pro Russia Commission 
specified that the monastery was to concern itself only with the “return of Russia to the unity 
of the Church”. 

An Apostolic Visitator (i.e., an ecclesiastical inspector sent by the Vatican), Abbot 
Maur Etcheverry, was appointed with the authority to ‘normalize’ the situation at Amay, and 
to enforce d’Herbigny’s demand that Amay be oriented exclusively toward the Russian 
mission. As a result, in 1928 Father Lambert offered his resignation as prior of the monastery. 
After a pause of several months, his resignation was accepted, and a new prior was appointed. 
                                                
9 TRETJAKEWITSCH, Leon: Bishop Michel d'Herbigny SJ and Russia. A pre-ecumenical approach to 
Christian Unity, Würzburg, 1990, “Das östliche Christentum” Neue Folge, Band 39, p. 125. 
10 Canet quoted by TRETJAKEWITSCH, op.cit., p. 145. 
11 Bishop Neveu left Russia in 1936 and was not allowed to return; he died in Paris in 1946. Bishop Sloskans 
was arrested and imprisoned a number of times as of 1927; he was released to Latvia in 
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In January 1931, Abbot Etcheverry reopened his Apostolic Visitation, with orders from 
d’Herbigny to put an end to Amay’s ecumenical adventure. He told the monastic community 
that “The Holy See does not consider the work of Amay to be Christian unity in general. It 
considers Amay to be destined exclusively for training Benedictines for founding monasteries 
in Russia” (12). 

After a sort of trial under the auspices of Bishop d’Herbigny, Father Lambert was 
forbidden by ecclesiastical authorities to set foot in the monastery which he had founded, or 
even to reside in his native Belgium. The exile was to last twenty years. This was, needless to 
say, a cause of great suffering both for him and for the community he had founded. 
Throughout those painful years, he continued to be an inspiration for the monks, who never 
abandoned their ecumenical ideal. Only in 1939 was Father Lambert allowed to return to his 
monastery, which had since been transferred in 1939 to its present location at Chevetogne. 
But by that time much had changed in the Catholic world. 

In 1933, Bishop d’Herbigny was dismissed from all of his functions, and pressure 
immediately diminished to force Amay to prepare for the grand Russian mission, which was 
fortunately never to materialize. Four years later, in 1937, d’Herbigny was divested of his title 
of bishop. He was forbidden to appear in public, and to correspond with anyone beside his 
immediate family. He was even forbidden to write his memoirs (although, somewhat 
predictably, he did so anyway). 

D’Herbigny had suddenly become a non-person. The reasons for his disgrace remain 
obscure, and probably will remain so until the archives of the pontificate of Plus XI are 
opened to historians. At Amay-Chevetogne, there was relief that he was to exercise no more 
power over the community. But none of the monks of Amay-Chevetogne would ever have 
wished him such a humiliation. 

Bishop d’Herbigny’s dream of a “spiritual conquest of Russia” through the work of 
armies of Catholic missionaries – with the monks of Amay-Chevetogne among them – did not 
come true. The repression of the 1930’s sealed the fate of any remaining hopes in that 
direction. 

Chevetogne’s monastic experiment for Christian unity survived the years of trials, and 
still goes on. With time, the ecumenical ideal came to be warmly accepted in the Catholic 
Church. With time also came recognition from the highest authorities of our Church, of the 
contribution to ecumenism made by Father Lambert Beauduin and the monks of 
Amay-Chevetogne. 

The original project of promoting unity through prayer, study and dialogue is still very 
much alive. Each of the monks commits himself to selfless prayer and the effort of 
understanding, all those who confess Jesus Christ, and thus to hasten the day when the visible 
unity of Christ’s Church will be a reality. 

The bi-ritual constitution of the monastery also continues. This fact might appear 
somewhat surprising for a number of reasons. In the first place, ecumenical relations have 
come to be accepted by the Catholic Church: the “Eastern rite” is no longer the only way for 
Catholics to meet a living non-Roman Christian tradition. Further, Catholics have become 
aware of the futility of maintaining the “uniate model” in ecumenical dialogue. And finally, 
other Catholic institutions with outlooks similar to that of Amay-Chevetogne have given up 
the “Eastern rite”, without renouncing their ecumenical vocation. Should not Chevetogne do 
likewise? 

The “Eastern rite” at Chevetogne is not founded on any ecclesiological link. We are 
not members of an Orthodox Church. We have never been or sought to be incorporated into 
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any Eastern Catholic Church. The reason for the existence of the “Eastern rite” is not based 
on ecclesiology, but rather on the sincere desire of entering the Eastern Christian expression 
of faith and worship, without forgetting our own identity as Western Roman Catholics. 

Our “Eastern Rite” is for “internal”, experimental use. Moreover, we have earned the 
confidence of the Orthodox by radically refusing any form of direct or indirect proselytism. 
Never in the history of Amay-Chevetogne has anyone been “converted” from another 
Christian Church to Catholicism. In the early days at Amay, in fact, our community went as 
far as forbidding the Orthodox access to the Eastern Rite chapel without the written 
permission of their Orthodox parish priest. 

Nor have we ever tried to endow our Eastern Rite chapel with any of the attributes of 
parish life. Of course we have been delighted to take part in popularizing the spiritual heritage 
of Eastern Christianity: icons, liturgical poetry, Russian religious music, etc. But we have 
never attempted to act as self-appointed ambassadors of Orthodoxy. 

In my opinion, plunging ourselves completely into the religious world of a tradition 
different from our own has made us able to listen to the Orthodox with intelligence, love and 
compassion, and to meet them as brethren in Christ with whom we have shared, in a way, the 
essential experience of common prayer and worship. 

For many of us, myself included, the experience of the Eastern liturgy opens one not 
only to the witness of the Orthodox, but also to that of all Christians. One must have 
discipline and patience and perseverance to assimilate the complex symbolism of the 
Byzantine Rite. That long and arduous learning process leads above all to a new 
understanding of one’s faith in Jesus Christ, in a depth and breadth one could not imagine 
before taking that step towards one’s brethren in another Christian tradition. 

That experience makes us vividly aware of the debt of gratitude which we owe to 
Christians of other traditions and Churches, and of the bond of brotherhood which binds us to 
them. And it makes us realize how urgent it is to move to the full visible unity of Christ’s 
Church. 

That unity cannot be had cheaply. It cannot be had through the desire to dominate 
others, by coercion or by violence. It can only come when all Christians truly repent of their 
sins against their brethren, and forgive wrongs of which they have been victims. It will be 
realized only through charity, and in God’s good time, by the working of the Holy Spirit. 
Finally, our quest for unity - like the aim of monastic life – can only hope to succeed if it has 
the love of Christ at its very heart. 

It is in that spirit that the monks of Chevetogne hope to make their modest 
contribution to the movement toward Christian unity. 

 


