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B THE SECULAR BIOKHOUSE

4 Thrucas Metors
The universe, say the ancient philospniers of the east, is kept going by
the interplay of oprosites, iaiancing cne another, completing one ancther,
harmonizing with one another, causing eacih other to behave:
Tzlstence znd non-existence give birth to each other
The hard ard the easy corplete each other
The long and the short are comparatively SOee.
As yang and yin so tcgether, as tnesis and antithesis, as hot dog and mustard,
so too the irresponsible folly of scholars and writers denands to be compeunsated
for, balanced, neutralized and rendered hamless, even e fficacious,by the
vatience and wisdom of librarians. It has been going on for centuries that way,
The process does not seem to be drawing to any kind of a close, thank heaven,
It is, as a matter of fact, delightful and conscling. It produces a little idomf
circle of calm in the turbulence of each ecity, a little oasis of good sense in
a natrovdlitan
% v setting where such a lnxury is generally lackinge
“ithout attempting to develop the metaphor further, I will simply recall the
first time that Prowidence deposited this one particular writer in the peaceful
silence of the Leuisvilie Iibrary. It was on Palm Sundzy, 1541. T was on ry way,
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pey of Cethsemani, Since I had pinned my faith on
medest
tre old 17 ¥ to et me there, I had to walt aroun? until evening. (The/train

for the first time, tc the b

could only be persuaded to crawl out of town under cover of darkness ). L‘imat, dces

any thinking man do when he finds himself stranded for a dsy in a strapge city?

g heals, of course, for the Public Iibrarys So I came past the statee ol Lincodw

with his head in the branches of the trees, and antered tiie library. How coudd

have known at the time that this was gein: to be one of ihe libraries in rmy life?
LS AL

That is the way libraries are, thoush. They cesemze you as you go by immersed in

theushts, and before you know it they have prot vou for life,

T was there for most of the afternoon. Trst I locked up Gethsemani in the
card file, and as faras 7 redall you didn't have amrthing but the olid beat-up
namphlet written by the first Abbot, Dom Zubtrepius, and reissued by the fourth
Abbot, Dom Eqund, at the end of the nineteenth century-- the time of the jubilee
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I edified ryself with the perusal of fifty odd pages of brokern Bg English which
eulogizaed the monastic life-- little realizing that this was to become for me 3
career- a way of iife: writins broken English about monks, After that I roamed
around the Open Shelf Room and came upon a travel book by Evelyn Waugh who had
been in Egypt and had seen some Coptic monks in the desert, Jaugh does mot write
broken Englishe, The transparently clear fast:‘i;‘:zsmss of his prose did not add
w, at any point, to a eulogy of monks. I was a little piqued, since I was already
professicnally predisposed in their favor, How could I have kXnown that about ten
years later Waugh and I woulc meet and agree, in the ibbey of fethsemani towards
which I was then wending myv wav?

So much for ryr first visit, My second was nine years later. T had been in St
Zopmeck Joseph's Infimary, and whe"z)l’ lfi‘t out T found myself down tmm with a
friend who insisted that T rust see the wonders of the Audio-visual section of
the Library, 7 did, and was very impressed., In fact, it was there that for the £k
first time T heard the record Robert Speaight had made, reading some of my poenms,
Later we got one of these records for the monastery, and T think it is still
arournd here somewhere, but nobody wuld be seen dead vlaying ite

For a moment T cherished dreams of retiring to one of the booths in the bas-
ement cof the library, in the iudio 7isual depatriment, and living the rest of my
1.fs there as a hermit, but it seems that this is not part of the library's
srogram. 1las,

Another six or seven years went by just like that, and then, for some reason
or other (as most of you have probably reflected with rueful asstonishment) I |
happened to be in the Library quite a lot, onee a month, sometimes even more .
frequently, T will not oause and try to evaluate what all these visits, or
perhaps better piratical raids, have amounted to in my own life and work. But
perhaps the cumulative effect has been beyond calculation. In partial pro#f,
just loock at all the lons mw words I have just used in one short sentence,

Here I ran into Pasternak-- the Selewted Works, not Zhivago, which came

out later. Here I made the acquaintance of minds like Denis de Rougement, Koestlen
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Hartin Buber and renewed old interests in lewis Humford, Toynbee,the writers of
NO plays, Japanese and Chinese poets, heaven only knows what. Here the only real
frustration I felt (this is mo reproach) was that I was just about never able to
get hold any kind of book about this mystericus thing called Zen, But that gap
has now been filled as Sumiki has sent me most of his. Then of course there have
been delightful hours in the Reference room, wedjed into the earphones and barricw
aded behind a stack of foreipn magazines. There, too, i% was a question of re-
newing old acquaintances: on the one hand Eric Satie, Couperin, 2amesm, ¥&oudm
Villa-lobos, Bartok and on the other Earl (Pather, but not Reverend) Hines,
Art Tatume.ewhy 20 on? I remerber gx one day when there were some littla colored
girls in there doing their homework and T couldn't contain my desirs to share e
It was the kind of pianp we called "barreltwuse"w““w‘
some of the wonderful Remghefwmegamspiano that was coming over the earphones,/io
I passed the earphones over to one of theme The child was only mildly entranced,
and passed them back saying sweetly: "Well, its different," Heck, little gin,
it's terrific.. But of course I come from a monastery where we don't hear much of
that kind of thing and perhaps I'm prejudiceds A4nd maybe, too, there is Just a
touch oi; nostalgia for the old days when Jazz was jazz and had mot turmed into
tmT:;;;r called rock 'n roll which is neither vang nor yin and as far as T anm
concernad has no place in the universe at all,
So that is partly what has been taiking place over the Roman Collar-- or
ore of therme- xkx that you sometimes see arounde T am grateful for your pa=-
tience with my frivolities and enﬁl‘i}’tﬁiasms. I fzei ’;d:‘i?ly indebted to my
"secular bookhouse," Oh, I forgotﬂ: when I come irl’ sometimes there are people
in the monastery who make me signs or send notes for things to bring back from
the library, For library we make the signs "book" and "house" and for lLouisville
(or any other ville,) we make the sign for "layman" or "secular." That is how

you happen to be 'secular bookhouse,” ® T thought it would make a nice title,

Tlwnras Acoiom




