










together again. Catholics try charismatic renewal while evan-
gelicals experiment with lectio divina. Meanwhile, everyone 
worries about both the Crusades and the televangelists. Bits 
of truth seem scattered abroad in almost every corner of the 
church, but the glaring faults of each tradition make our faith 
feel incoherent. So many Christians in America today feel para-
lyzed by the paradox of a church that promises so much yet 
seems so hard to find in reality.

When the scribes and Pharisees in Jesus’s day kept begging 
him for a sign, he scolded them for not knowing how to read 
the signs of the times. But he didn’t refuse their request al-
together. He said they wouldn’t be given any sign except the 
sign of Jonah. Of course they all knew the story about how God 
had called Jonah to cry out against Nineveh, and how Jonah had 
decided instead to quietly slip on down to the shore and catch 
the first boat headed in the opposite direction. As if trying to 
get as far as possible from the God of heaven, Jonah went down 
into the bowels of the ship and fell asleep. But when a storm 
like they’d never seen before was about to destroy the crew 
and all their cargo, they hauled Jonah up and asked him what 
the gods had against him. Rather than repent of his rebellion 
against Yahweh, Jonah told the men that he was running from 
the God of heaven and opted to go down even farther—down 
into the sea, where he was swallowed by a giant fish.

Right about then, things weren’t looking so good for Jonah. 
You might say he’d reached rock bottom. But it was just when 
Jonah had run as far from God as he could that he decided to 
pray to God. And God heard his prayers. The fish spat Jonah 
out, and he rose up and went to Nineveh, according to the word 
of the Lord. The word God gave Jonah to preach was brief, but 
those scribes Jesus was talking to had devoted their lives to the 
study of words, so they would have caught its clever double 
meaning: “Forty days more, and Nineveh will be overturned”—
or turned around (Jonah 3:4 NIV). Nineveh was about to be 
either destroyed or converted. It could mean either one. The 
paradoxical prophet proclaimed a message of judgment and 
hope at the same time. The end of the world as they knew it in 
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Nineveh was also the beginning of something new. In the ruins 
of an old life lay the promise of new life with God.

Jesus refused to offer any sign other than the sign of Jonah, 
but he proved that sign to be enough by performing it in his 
death and resurrection. Paul captures the paradox well: “For 
our sake he made him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in 
him we might become the righteousness of God” (2 Cor. 5:21). 
The author of life submitted himself to death, and just as Jonah 
was three days in the belly of the whale before he got up and 
went to Nineveh, so too did Jesus on the third day rise from 
the dead. He gave us the sign of resurrection.

Twentieth-century Trappist monk Thomas Merton wrote 
that the life of “every Christian is signed with the sign of Jonah, 
because we all live by the power of Christ’s resurrection.”1 The 
sign that marks the life of the church in the world is God’s vic-
tory over death through death—the ultimate winning by losing. 
Any church that remembers its identity in the transition from 
Good Friday to Easter morning has reason to hope, even in 
the darkest night. Yes, it’s hard to be a Christian in America. 
Indeed, the church we know is fraught with contradictions. But 
God is able to restore life, giving warmth to limbs that were 
frozen in death. Even if the church is the dead and broken body 
of Christ, God can resurrect it.

It is hard for the church to remember God’s resurrection 
power. In the New Testament, Paul writes to the Ephesians, 
praying that they will know “what is the immeasurable greatness 
of [God’s] power for us who believe, according to the working of 
his great power. God put this power to work in Christ when he 
raised him from the dead” (Eph. 1:19–20). Evidently those early 
converts to Christianity at Ephesus had a hard time remember-
ing God’s power over death. So too with American Christianity 
today. But throughout the history of the church God has called 
people to pray as Paul did for grace to remember what Christ’s 
resurrection means for the church. Merton, who was heir to 
a long monastic tradition of prophetic witness, articulated his 

1. Thomas Merton, The Sign of Jonas (New York: Image, 1956), 7.

 Wilson_Monasticism_LC_bb.indd   20 Wilson_Monasticism_LC_bb.indd   20 2/22/08   10:35:09 AM2/22/08   10:35:09 AM



sense of vocation this way: “I feel that my own life is especially 
sealed with this great sign . . . because like Jonah himself I find 
myself traveling toward my destiny in the belly of a paradox.”2

In the belly of the paradox that is American Christianity, I 
believe God is moving to create new monastic communities 
to help the church in America remember resurrection. This is 
a book about that movement of the Spirit and what it has to 
say to the wider church. Though the signs of the time suggest 
that it’s hard to be a Christian in America, there are also signs 
that God is doing something new in places that have been 
overlooked and abandoned by our society. Stumbling to follow 
Jesus myself, I found my way into some of these communities 
and learned to read the Bible anew with them. The story of the 
people of God came alive in that context, and I began to see how 
God has moved through the centuries to remind the church of 
its true identity through monastic movements. Monasticism, I 
learned, isn’t about achieving some sort of individual or com-
munal piety. It’s about helping the church be the church.

This is a book about a movement I have been caught up in, 
so I won’t pretend to be unbiased. This story has changed my 
life. I share it with you, however, because it is not about me. 
It’s not even just about the couple thousand people who are 
living in new monastic communities around the country. This 
is a book about what it means to be Christian as citizens of 
the world’s last remaining superpower at the beginning of the 
third millennium.

Once we realize that it’s hard to be Christian in America, 
it’s easier to remember that none of us can do it on our own. 
We need each other, and we need God. We need the same 
power that raised Jesus from the dead. The good news is that 
even amidst the fragments of the church we’re called to be, we 
have that power. In the first half of this book (chapters 2–4), 
I look at signs that point to God’s stirring up a new monasti-
cism in American Christianity. I go on to explore the roots 

2. Ibid. Note: I have changed Merton’s variant spelling “Jonas” to “Jonah” in this 
quotation.
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of this movement in historic monastic movements as well as 
the story of the people of God in Scripture. In the way that I 
most like to argue (by telling a string of stories), I try to show 
that God has consistently helped the church remember who 
it is through monastic movements. In the second half of the 
book (chapters 5–9), I take a closer look at the practices of 
new monastic communities, asking what the wider church 
might glean from our little experiments in faithfulness. I don’t 
pretend that new monastic communities hold the answer to 
every challenge that faces the church today. I only want to bear 
witness to God’s resurrection power, which we have glimpsed 
and delighted in. We have seen that the sign of Jonah reappears 
wherever we’re willing to embrace the paradox of the cross and 
trust God alone to save us. As Don Mosley of Jubilee Partners 
in Comer, Georgia, writes after twenty five years in neomo-
nastic community, “That’s not merely wishful thinking. That’s 
reality. We know what we are talking about. We have seen it 
with our own eyes!”3

3. Don Mosley with Joyce Hollyday, With Our Own Eyes (Scottdale, PA: Herald, 
1996), 293.
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We were halfway up a thirteen-mile trail in the Adirondack 
Mountains when Leah asked me if I had ever heard of “the 
Simple Way.” I had just met Leah and her friend Sarah. It was 
the week before we were to start our first year at Eastern Col-
lege, a Christian liberal arts school outside of Philadelphia. 
The school had sent us out into the wilderness to get to know 
each other, and a thirteen-mile hike offered plenty of time to 
talk. My aching legs made any simple way sound appealing. 
“Tell me about it,” I said.

Leah and Sarah started talking about a group of recent East-
ern graduates who shared a house in an abandoned neighbor-
hood of Philadelphia. During their time as students, these five 
friends had read a newspaper article about some homeless 
families who were being evicted from an abandoned Catholic 
cathedral in the city. “They’re trying to kick Jesus out of the 
church,” one of them said, echoing the words of Jesus that had 
rung in my head outside Union Station: “Inasmuch as ye have 
done it unto one of the least of these my brethren, ye have 
done it unto me” (Matt. 25:40 KJV). After some conversation, 
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