First Impressions of a Taizé Newcomer

Communauté de Taizé.

Finally!

Although it is only June and already some time after 18:00, the sun burns down from heaven as if being paid for it. 11 hours of driving have taken their toll. Relieved, I stretch my admirable 165 cm, provoking happy creaking in all joints. From head to toe, I feel as sticky as the back of a freshly licked stamp and I have a certain idea of reeking like a long-forgotten and then unfortunately rediscovered hamburger.

But here we are (me, my wife, and a friend of ours), and this is all that counts!

What had begun in 1949 with a group of brothers around Frère Roger in the sleepy French village of Taizé has, entirely unexpectedly, become a spiritual start-up, a Christian meeting centre that is known all over the world and, in the high season of August, attracts some 6000 young people per week.

Since I knew Taizé only from rather enthusiastic reports until now, the first sight of the place is somewhat surprising. What I expected was a small village with enormous parkings and far-stretching lines of tents and barracks teeming with young people. Reality, however, is altogether less spectacular. The first thing to catch the eye is the church porch with its Russian onion spires and the Greek Orthodox cross.

Behind a wall of piled-up stones, low barracks stretch along the road.

Obviously, Taizé was planned for somebody like me, i.e. humans whose sense of direction rivals that of the common mussel. The main street is a perfect landmark: Practically all buildings are found to the left, parkings and camping grounds to the right. Should I, for the first time, really manage not to lose my way?

For a moment, we hang about the scenery somewhat helpless and slightly rattled. Fortunately, however, our friend was here the year before and thus knows all about the mysteries of the admission procedure. The belfry, which stands separate from the church, is the point of reference, for it is in its vicinity that the admission people wander in mysterious ways their wonders to perform.

Fortunately, red tape is negligible.

A young Korean tries to find our names in a tangle of somewhat confusing lists. At first, in vain. But once we all join in the hunt, our names jump at us from the lower left corner. Bingo! We do officially exist after all! We are passed on to a small group of people which is given a rather condensed introduction by a Swiss lady. Part of her presentation – her wisdom be praised! - is a detailed map of the place.

Next point on the programme is payment and meal vouchers. There are no fixed prices. Instead, the clearing system offers a minimum that must and a maximum that can be paid, with both sums varying according to the guest's country of residence. As long as the sum stays within the appropriate range, everybody is free to decide how much to pay. There are no receipts. 

We are given our meal vouchers: One strip with funny hand-painted pictures per day and meal (except for breakfast).

I hide the culinary comics deep in my bosom and will probably check about ten times per day that I have not lost them. Starvation is terrible!

As a married couple, we are allocated a double room which comes quite as a surprise since we assumed that we would have to stay in a communal dormitory. On the one hand, I am deeply relieved that I will not have to deal with the individual sleeping and snoring habits of five fellow guests. A good night's rest is sacred to me, and even this undisturbed beauty sleep is not particularly effective. On the other hand, this necessarily isolates us from the community to some extent and somehow I have a feeling of having chickened out, of cowardice in the face of a not yet clearly defined enemy.

We receive the key to our room in "Abiod", the first-aid centre and residence of the Sisters of St. André. Here are the rooms for the "seniors" among the guests which are somewhat more comfortable than standard accommodation.

I give the key a rather doubtful look. The design seems to date from long-forgotten times not yet touched by civilization. The huge wooden key fob could fell a wild boar; it certainly does not fit in a DIN standardized European trouser pocket.

We stay in Ameugny, a small village outside Taizé. Without a word, my wife and I exchange glances. The classic "we-will-never-find-this" look. But we do! The main road, praise be to it, leads us directly to Ameugny. Most conveniently, we are lodged in the last – and hence unequivocally defined – house to the right with a fairly conspicuous turret. Obviously, people her mean well by us.

The houses of the village are built with natural, ochre-coloured stone, many of them unplastered or wearing a green sweater of ivy or Virginia Creeper. In obvious contradistinction to Germany's exaggerated law and order thinking, everything that can stand heat and drought is allowed to grow in the cracks of stairs and pavement. Every house is unique, a loveable individual.

Stonewalls overgrown with blackberry and clematis enclose small gardens. Apart from the numerous planes, there is hardly any traffic. Swallows dash around houses and roofs in narrow curves and accompany their spectacular flight manoeuvres with hoarse screeches. On our door we find a bulky and in this romantic surroundings entirely misplaced-looking keyboard to type the code which we received together with the key. God help me if I ever lose the paper with those bloody numbers! My memory for figures is almost as remarkable as my sense of direction.

We unpack quite quickly since it is almost 19:00 and dinner beckons. The organized slaughtering of calories takes place in a large white tent open at the sides with three supporting metal poles.

Insiders warn us against the places near the poles. It appears that for years a colony of sparrows in the fastenings just under the roof has provided the musical background to meals with its melodic chirping. Since, however, they also tend to enrich the local ecosystem with other products of a more solid nature, it does, indeed, make sense to keep a certain distance.

While the people who this evening will distribute the food are still busy carrying up the bulky polystyrene boxes with their nutritious content, a long queue forms.

This week we number about 800 and later on some 1500 – a far cry from the 6000 young people in the peak season of August. Divine services are usually held together, otherwise the younger people have their own area and facilities, which, to be sure, they are most likely to appreciate.

At least we, although adults, are allowed to come to Taizé. This, however, is limited to a stay of 

one week per year.

One of the people in charge intonates a hymn: Laudate omnes gentes. Within seconds the full queue joins, including even me. This is one of the few Taizé hymns that I happen to know by heart. A wonderful haunting tune that doggedly refuses to leave your ears and time and again creeps back into your mind. And this is only one of a large number!

After this culinary starting signal, I am introduced to the traditional Taizé service: Brown plastic tray, beige plastic plate, red plastic bowl, and a spoon which is not plastic, but in return remains the only piece of cutlery that we receive. I assume the lack of knives and forks to be a problem of logistics rather than a consequence of the belligerent character of  the average visitor.

We are having potatoe stew, bread, wrapped-up biscuits and yoghurt. Since there are only six tables available which are, of course, immediately occupied, I find myself standing around with my tray and a puzzled look on my face. How is this problem tackled by the more knowledgeable insiders?

Aha!

Everybody just grabs two chairs, a "table chair" and a "chair chair" so to speak. The seat is slightly inclined backwards, but if handled with care the forces of gravity show some understanding and spare our trays.

Water is available in large white containers. I open the tap, but only a trickle of truly bonsai proportions drips into my cup. No problem, just tilt the container a bit. Tough luck, this does not help at all. Finally, a kind and compassionate soul slightly opens the upper screw cap. Here we go! I hate Physics!

At 20:30, it is time for the evening service. Taizé live, and this time we are finally one of the party. The massive church is all built of concrete. This does not really convey anything in the nature of cosiness and I enter with rather mixed feelings.

Inside, I stand rooted to the spot.

Wow! Absolutely marvelous!

In the long building, there are no pews. A central aisle, which is marked off on both sides by a hedge of dried box trees, is reserved for a group of 60 brethren who, with their white cowls, set a major optical accent. The elder brethren sit in front on chairs, the others behind on wooden stools. On both sides, microphones have been placed on the floor and can be reached by any of the brethren once there is a contribution in his own language. We are seated to both sides of the central aisle on a beige and slightly scratchy carpet. To the right, there are tiers of steps for further seating. Just underneath the ceiling runs a continuous row of small windows with an abstract glass mosaic that glows warmly in the light of the low evening sun. There are small, square windows featuring motives taken from the Holy Bible along one of the church's long sides.

The front is dominated by the commanding view of eight "sails", triangular shapes of cloth, several meters high, and tapering off towards the ceiling where they are fixed with thin ropes. Their intensive and warm orange colour is further intensified by floodlights illuminating the lower parts of the triangulars. Stylized rays of sunlight, spearheads of light, or flames? 

Presumably, they will have different associations for every visitor. Right in front of them, dozens of candles burn in frames of baked clay which are partly twisted around themselves and seem to have been piled up at random.

The ceiling of the church resembles enormous honeycombs of seamlessly fit large triangles.

Despite its size, this church conveys the impression of friendliness and warmth. I feel at ease, which is quite unexpected since I usually find "normal" churches to be cold and uninviting. Once everybody has finally squeezed into a moreless comfortable position, electronic displays show the number of the first song. Hymn-books can be picked up at the entrance. The legendary Taizé hymns! Some of them I know and have already sung them in small groups, but here they are a much more intensive experience. These are soft, tender, and intense yet simple hymns which allow even a dedicatedly dissonant mumbler like me to join in. Often, they consist of only a single line which is repeated over and over again, a meditative song whose charm one can hardly resist and which brings a feeling of peace.

Since musical notation, for me, is about as useful as a menu in Chinese characters, the hymn-books do not exactly help a lot. I have to listen attentively and try to slowly grasp the melody. After several mental and strictly soundless trial runs, I take the first faltering steps of acoustic conquest. And there is enough time to do so! Until some years ago, my ideas about singing closely resembled those of Count Dracula towards garlic. And now, I can be caught singing to myself while walking around. My brother would have a stroke on the spot!

This communal singing causes very strong and positive feelings in me. I feel safe, integrated into a community, and wrapped in a protective shell of soft and comforting sounds. I am concentrated, find myself very much in the here and now and feel perfectly fine. Quite a few hymns do challenge me with the acoustic equivalent of the Eiger north wall, but once the melody is back to a more civilized pitch, I fearlessly join in. Not necessarily entirely in tune, but certainly with dedication. Occasionally, more daring solo singers make spirited attempts to reach the Olympus of song, and out of sheer enthusiasm I even forget to sing along.

After some hymns, a sudden commotion which, at first, I fail to understand. I get the idea once the chap in front of me suddenly looks straight into my face: a half-turn. After some time on the hard floor, this is not as easy as it sounds. Having sat cross-legged, one's various legs have to be untangled and, in some cases, reanimated, and meditation stools have to be rearranged. With three at least one-hour services per day, I initially have some problems in the fleshy parts of my anatomy. Although I feature short legs and consider myself to be fairly undemanding, a well-rehearsed strategy of folding oneself into a meditative position is strongly recommended. With the help of a stool and regular position changes, I manage quite decently.

The reason for the sudden half-turn is the following reading. I do not quite understand why one has to face in the opposite direction to listen to it, but it certainly is nice to move a bit. At the end of the week, I am able to exercise the "Taizé Spin" to absolute perfection. The reading is given in English and French, some parts in various other languages. The unfamiliar sounds are pleasant and it is fun only to listen to the flow and the sound of the words.

Every service includes a ten-minute silence. I have problems with this, for after some minutes I become restless and find my thoughts wandering. During the singing, I feel protected at all sides. Now, I am all of a sudden completely alone and isolated. I do wish to be spiritually "online", but somehow I appear to be missing bits of the necessary software for this. This can be terribly disappointing. Once the promising rustle of hymn-books being picked up and pages turned announces the end of silence, I feel relieved. I close my eyes and deeply enjoy the next hymn.

At the end of the service, the first to leave are the Brethren, slowly followed by everybody else in no particular order. The "Yes-We-Have-Done-It-Now-Let-Us-Get-Out-Of-Here" push to the exit is noticeably absent. Many people still sing while leaving the church; a wonderful end for this service. Outside, I take a deep breath. I feel perfect and I am happy to be here. This night, I sleep well. The air is mild and, apart from the sounds of cicadas, everything is quiet.

At around 5:00, the local birds start a song contest, and even the smallest of them have an astonishing capacity to produce considerable noise.

After morning service and Eucharist, it is time for the first communal breakfast. Most ingredients are offered in the vacuum-cleaner friendly form of powder: Instant coffee, milk powder, chocolate powder.

I strongly consider instant coffee to be the worst form of social decline for any decent and self-respecting coffee bean, approximately the equivalent of reincarnation of a human as an earthworm. However, I have not come here for the food. Somebody recommends to try a mixture of instant coffee, milk powder, and chocolate powder. Gratefully, I follow the advise, and, having spewn the first swallow of the resulting brew as unobtrusively as possible outside the tent, entertain some serious doubts about the sense of taste of my advisor. A few moments later, however, I mentally have to make a complete retraction and fully rehabilitate him. What I assumed to be chocolate powder turns out to be powdered lemon tee. Seeing the spoon in my hand, the roll gives me a rather impertinent grin. Knives, as I have already mentioned, are not provided, and my pocket knife is enjoying itself in our room. The poor roll is savagely torn in half; hunger usually carries the day over aesthetics. Butter and jam can easily be spread with the spoon. Necessity knows no law!

After breakfast, we meet for a longer introduction. We are some 200 adults, 55 of them being Germans. The Brother in charge talks in English and French with the occasional bit of Italian while somebody from our group translates into German. Other – smaller – groups feature Danish, to the right on can hear the sound of Spanish, South Korea is present as well. A wonderful linguistic melting pot.

The next point of the programme is to subdivide us into smaller discussion groups which then meet daily at 15:30 to discuss the day's topic. The fairly small English-language group is simply subdivided according to the group members' date of birth. The German group is split up on the basis of a slightly chaotic counting over from one to ten.

Topic of the week are the Beatitudes of the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5: Blessed are…. ). The introduction is ingenious and lively: No completely detached spiritual high-flying which usually frustrates and discourages me fairly quickly, but rather an effort to highlight the topic's relevance for every-day life. Some concluding questions are supposed to help us getting started on the subject ourselves. Then we are graciously dismissed and have time until the afternoon to think things over.

Immediately afterwards, it is time for the members of the small groups to get together and make tentative contact. As a precaution, I enter the names of my fellow group members into a small notebook so as to have them ready and avoid mental cramps when trying to remember them later on.

We also receive a community task. For the rest of the week, I will be among the "Lords of the Dishes" and take care of the spiritual well-being of lunch's dirty dishes. Being a mollycoddled Middle European, I tend to rather enjoy the deeply satisfying luxury of a dishwasher, but the most basic knowledge should still linger.

Lunch (rice with ham, bread, wrapped cookies, an orange) follows. There are different groups responsible for transporting the food containers, distributing the meals, cleaning up, and doing the dishes. As washer-ups to be, we have the advantage of standing right in front of the queue, but even the last to be served do not have to wait too long. Despite the open side of the tent, the air inside is hot and sticky and we decide to flee together with our chairs into the shadow of nearby trees. Balancing my tray, I lose a bit of ham which is immediately snatched up by one of the cheeky sparrows. Bon appetit. It is tough luck for vegetarians here. Either they embark on a time-consuming culinary triage and pick out every bit of ham or they join the younger people where a vegetarian meal is offered.

Without any signs of remorse, I attack my ham and piggishly devour it. 

The wonderfully relaxing break after the meal this time, unfortunately, has to be cancelled on account of the first large baskets with dirty dishes wandering towards the kitchen. So be it! Six massive steel boilers wait for us. We throw on tout ce qu'il y a de chic aprons, grab the brushes and wait for the dirty dishes to come. After some initial problems of coordination, everything runs smoothly.

Three of us, including me, are in charge of the beige plastic dishes. After the one hundredth dish, the initial reserve changes to sincere affection. Strictly scientific experiments concerning the ballistic characteristics of dishes and highly intellectual conversations lighten the atmosphere, and within no time the cleaning is done.

There is some time left before small-group discussion to relax. Who wishes to do so with the croaking of frogs, the chirping of birds and the soft murmur of a small waterfall sets out for "Source St. Etienne" at the foot of the hill.

The way leads over 224 (phew!) steps of massive and cracked planks that have been bleached by the sun. They cross the stony serpentines that also lead towards the top of the hill. The hill has been arduously cultivated and terraced. Although the grass has turned brown and become like straw in the heat, there are flowers everywhere. Flashy yellow dominates: St. John's wort, broom, birdsfoot treefoil. Blue spots are contributed by blueweed and the profusely growing lavender which seems extraordinarily popular among the local bees and butterflies. On the edge of the terraces, rows of lime trees, oaks, alders, and maples give shade.

The lower part of the hill is densely wooded, and the track, most conveniently, now leads through the shadows. A large meadow, recently cut and surrounded by maple trees, lies at the foot of the hill. A big sign "Silence" leaning against a tree looks strangely misplaced. A small lake is fed by an equally small and comfortingly gurgling waterfall, and through a ditch flows into a second, considerably larger lake.

Frogs meditatively croak along, probably an amphibian version of "Laudate omnes gentes", and make astonishing noise. Some birds voice their opinion about the artistic value of this performance with outraged chirping, and one can almost see them shaking their heads in disgust.

This is a good place to close one's eyes and relax, let one's thoughts wander or just dream along. Usually, if I feel really well it is outdoors, somewhere in the wild. Taizé is an exception. It is only here that I have experienced this particular atmosphere during church service. Until some years ago, it would have required a strait-jacket and considerable doses of sedatives to make me spend three hours per day in a church, let alone enjoy it. However, "things change" as the ancient Greek used to say. In my case, the deciding stimulus came in the form of a Marist Brother, to whom I have become greatly attached.

Now, it is time for small group discussion. We pick up our chairs and move into the shade of the refectory tent to exchange our views on the first of the Beatitudes.

A quick glance into my notebook to refresh my not particularly impressive memory for names, and off we go. After a somewhat reluctant and tentative start, conversation starts to flow more easily. Personalities, temperaments and attitudes differ considerably, but different opinions are accepted as they are. There are no "right" or "wrong" comments and nobody tries to convert the others to the personal view. Since I probably know much more about Harry Potter than about the Bible, I gain a lot of impressions and ideas. This includes both complex theological background information, which usually results in my concentration calling it a day after some time, and refreshingly understandable and practical experiences of group members. Won't you believe it, this is related to real life!

Just before dinner, I take a turn for "La Morada". In this building near the bell tower, one can pick up important messages, seek assistance and leave ones valuables. The Brothers strongly discourage leaving anything valuable in the barracks and rooms. Given that the whole area is almost deserted during services at 8:30, 12:30 and 20:30, there is always the danger of something along the lines of an unauthorized collection with not entirely voluntary contributions. It may be more blessed to give than to receive, but the latter may nevertheless turn out to be considerably more lucrative than the former.

As almost everywhere in Taizé, young hands are in charge of "La Morada". A nice Danish girl deals with my request, registers all valuables in a list, counts the cash, puts the whole lot into a paper bag and seals it. Done. She hands me the bag and assures me that my signing it would make her entirely happy. We grin at each other, and I sign twice to make her happiness last longer. Then another signature, this time for my own happiness since it is for the pick-up voucher that I am signing. Another thing done.

On my way back, I happen to pass by the most dangerous part of the whole area: "Exposition", the shop where the Brothers sell their products. The Communauté de Taizé wants to keep its independence. For this reason, the community does not accept donations or bequests and is financed exclusively through the sale its self-made products.

Now that the larger part of my cash is safely stored away in "La Morada", I dare taking the risk and have a closer look at the shop. The books by Frère Roger and the information material on Taizé are sorted by language. The number of different languages is impressive, and I try a few certainly creative but undoubtedly entirely wrong pronunciations. Well, my Korean has seen better days.

There are mounts of postcards, ranging from the neutral landscape to pictures of every-day life at Taizé. I give up and let the collector's rage run freely. Enameled lockets constitute the next financial lime-twig. The characteristic cross of Taizé, Chinese characters, Alpha and Omega, African motives: the choice is vast and revoltingly tempting.

If I do not give in to this ardent desire for one of those Taizé crosses immediately, I would most certainly suffer considerable psychological damage. I simply could not answer for that.

Gimme!

The brethren run a pottery and most of the shop is filled with its products. This is getting expensive. The teapots, cups, vases, bowls, dishes, and oil lamps have been made with loving care and I can hardly resist. I am gritting my teeth, thrust my hands deep into my pockets and mutter the old mercantilist mantra "Euroremainwithme". Strengthened thus, I manage to push my way towards the CDs. And not a single step further. This is bad. This is really bad. All those wonderful hymns most insidiously put for sale. Pure malice! But if I bought them now, others would not be tempted. In other words, it would be an act of ultimate altruism. Very noble. I am duly proud of myself.

As far as posters, icons, videos, and paintings are concerned, I am not at risk and rather see them as a relaxing conclusion. Phew, done!

Lunch is well-deserved.

Somehow it looks like an oversized tuna can. What is written on the label? Rather surprised, I almost drop the boiling hot tin. Lentils! I suspiciously eye the can. It looks perfectly harmless, but I know better. So far, I have had only bad experiences with those culinary hand grenades. One is about as likely to remain unharmed as in a game of Russian Roulette. Arms outstretched and face turned sideways, I carefully pull the trigger. Fsssssssssst! The thin jet of hot lentil sauce barely misses the knee of the lady next to me and knocks over a completely innocent ant which is probably yelling a few curses in French. The number of those who have managed to stay clean is rather negligible, most people are busy rubbing away at interesting lentil patterns on various parts of clothing. In the sweat of thy face thou shall earn thy lentils….!

Twenty minutes before evening service, I am in the church. While my behind has slowly resigned itself to the continuous strains of regular services, it continues to insist on a meditation stool. And those are scarce! An additional therm-a-rest mat under the knees (the carpet is as scratchy as an ill-shaved hedgehog) and everything is perfect. Once I was a lad with curly hair, too, but these days are gone long ago.

As every time, service starts with very characteristic sounds. Instead of a church organ or first tentatives to sing a hymn, one can hear multiple repetitions of the sharp "sprats" of Velcro's, in other words the initial mounting of meditation stools by innumerable, previously sandaled feet.

I catch myself moving a bit further towards the front with each service. This is rather unusual as I tend to be a dedicated adherent of the rather conservative "I-have-always-sat-here-and-I-am-not-going-to-sit-anywhere-else" school of thought. Symbolic for my slow approach towards the spiritual? At any rate, I feel better the nearer I am to the candles and the cross at the front.

The heavy and intensive, yet agreeable fragrance of incense caresses my nose and I breath deeply.

Why are church services here so different? 

Why am I so touched? 

Is it that attention is not focused on one priest who, to be quite honest, can rather get on my nerves if there is an imperfect fusion of souls? 

Is it that there is no sermon, and, more general, hardly any talking at all? 

Is it the hymns?

My inmost self gives an enthusiastic yodel. "Taken your time, haven't you, Wonderbrain?"

Oy, not that quick, please!

These hymns are a meditative form of prayer, a form of worshipping from deep inside that is not too much for me. "Normal" prayers inevitable cause "examination phobia", since I feel that I have to bring results without having the slightest idea what these are supposed to be. What is more, the "examiner" so far has not shown himself or perhaps I have failed to recognize him. Hence there is no chance to ask questions. I have the feeling of talking into a void and, entirely frustrated, quickly give up.

The continuous repetition of  the simple yet incredibly beautiful melodies and words, on the other hand, has a fascinating charm to it. I let go, calm down. Communal singing seems to build up an immense energy, a strong feeling of solidarity with and attachment to the others. I receive a certain guidance, intellectual lane grooves so to speak that I follow together with them. Each service yet again fascinates and fills me with enthusiasm, an entirely incredible sensation. If this continues, I may even turn into one of the Regensburger Domspatzen, the famous children's choir. Well, on second thought, perhaps not. Would be rather an oversized child, wouldn't it?

Until some years ago, I did sing like a snail with acute tonsillitis. Here in Taizé, however, I sing like one third of Pavarotti, although I have to confess to a certain lack of volume. Seems that I am not as unmusical as I thought. Time passes by quickly. The minutes of silence, too, pass by more easily than last time. As many others, I love to stay until the last hymn, and then leave only reluctantly.

Days pass by quickly in a comforting routine:

8:30: Morning service and breakfast.

10:15: Introduction to the discussion topic of the day.

12:20: Mid-day service, followed by lunch and the battle against dirty dishes

15:30: Small-group discussion.

17:15: "Tea" among the youth.

19:00: Dinner

20:30: Evening service.

The atmosphere is open, easy-going. Some people come to Taizé for more than 20 years, for others, as for me, it is the first time. However, there is no remedy against the highly contagious Taizé bacillus and already I feel the deep desire to return. It is fun to talk to people from various nations, and my English has greatly improved in the last few days. For many, the week in Taizé is one of the absolute highlights of the year, a place to relax and to recharge one's batteries to the maximum.

After each evening service, some of the brethren are available for questions. After three days I muster all my courage and arrange for a meeting next morning. I explicitly pick the brother who gives the daily introductions, since I appreciate his enthusiastic and humorous approach. Still, my past experiences with clerics are not exactly numerous and I suffer from an acute variation of stage fright. We have a good talk, and I am quite relieved about having exchanged views with an "insider". Secretly, of course, I was hoping to have the Holy Spirit made palatable for me and have it served in small pieces preferably with icing on top, pictured instructions and written guarantee of success included. Hard cheese! Enlightenment continues to come in homeopathic dosage. Well, perhaps this is easier to digest and has less side-effects. Be that as it may, something in me is stirring. I have absolutely no idea where to, if anywhere at all, this way will lead, but I fervently hope that it does not end in a blind alley. It seems as if I will have to wait, a rather wild mixture of skepticism, doubt, curiosity and hope. Taizé was certainly a good step forward on this way.

Every morning shortly after 6:00, I have a pleasant walk from our room in Ameugny to Taizé. Everything is peaceful and quiet. Apart from some tireless and admirable joggers, who, I assume, are chasing enlightenment, nobody is outside in the cool morning air. Streaks of fog doggedly fight against the sun, but they disappear at the same rate as spaghetti being sucked up by a pasta freak.

A small tiger she-cat on one of the garden walls bids me friendly greetings. The animal, which looks like Claudia Schiffer after four weeks on a zero-calory diet, lets me tickle it under the chin and, in exchange, purrs the long story of its forefathers into my ears, starting with the legendary ancestor that, allegedly, posed as model for the Egyptian Sphinx. At least the lower part, that is.

Since I show absolutely no tendency to deliver any amount of food, the tiger cat moves on, giving all lizards in the vicinity a perfectly sound reason to stock up on their life insurance contracts.

I make myself comfortable in the refectory (i.e. the corresponding tent). Not because I want to make sure to get a good place for breakfast (I am not that greedy, after all), but because here one can find a true rarity: tables.

I cushion my in the course of this week rather severely tested back with the Therm-a-rest mat and start writing down impressions from Taizé. I enjoy these two hours of solitude each morning.

Slowly, the place begins to wake up, the first rather ruffled-looking people crawl out of their tents, yawn luxuriously, and stagger towards the communal showers. The early bird catches the worm…

Some have come with their own tents, others with a caravan or a camping bus. Most, however, live in the communal barracks in rooms with six beds. 

For the younger, particular in the high season during the Summer vacation, there are large communal tents available. 

Many groups have come with their dome-shaped tents, giving the impression of colonies of mushrooms.

Friday evening, the normal evening service is followed by a special "Prayer under the cross". On the floor of the central aisle, the brethren place a coloured cross with burning candles, and people immediately start to queue in front of it. They kneel down and touch the cross with their forehead, a gesture that has nothing of subordination but rather expresses deep trust. Many remain motionless for a long time, some appear to be going through considerable emotions, tears flow. Everybody's attention is focussed on the central cross. If there were a measuring device for spiritual energy, it would probably suffer a severe electronic hiccup and short-circuit. Slowly approaching the cross builds up considerable tension, perhaps some diffuse feeling of expectation, among those in the queue. Once my forehead touches the wood, nothing spectacular happens. However, I intensively feel the presence and warmth of people around me, and I feel happy.

We conclude the evening at the kiosk "Oyak". The prices are unbelievable. Well, prices usually are, but this time they happen to be astonishingly low. Everything is sold at cost price. Only here, alcohol can be bought and drunk. Anybody bringing in alcoholic beverages is kindly asked to leave them at "La Morada". On of the brothers assured us that there would be no leaks. Oyak also serves as a meeting point for talk, music, song. Anywhere else, it is silence after evening service. One of the barracks features a kind of gurgling snore with occasional dramatic pause that any decent brontosaurus would be proud of. Nobody intervenes against this violation of silence, and silently I praise our wonderfully peaceful room in Ameugny.

Saturday afternoon, youth from various parts of the globe – the Philippines, Thailand, Puerto Rico, India, Senegal - give a performance. The dances and songs are performed with considerable enthusiasm and provoke a corresponding echo among the spectators. It is incredibly hot, sweat is streaming. This, however, does not affect, as one would have expected, mainly the dancers, but rather the translator for the German group. The poor chap sort of staggers like a groggy boxer from one exotic tongue twister to the next and, to the amusement of his audience, seems to lose the linguistic ground under his feet.

Saturday's evening service celebrates the Easter light, and apart from the hymn-book, every visitor picks up a small, white, unlit candle at the entrance. As usual, I am somewhat slight in the uptake and get the idea only once the church is already nearly full. A short sprint to the entrance, and I carry my personal candle with me. Enlightenment, however, takes time. It happens in a moment of particularly intensive thinking, a moment where my eyes are closed and my innermost is working away on all cylinders. Enlightenment, to be more precise, takes several increasingly less discreet prods from the girl at my left. I follow her example, and light my candle. It takes an astonishingly short time to light all candles. Hundreds of faces, emerging from darkness in the warm glow of candles. A delightful, irreal atmosphere.

Astonishingly, I even manage the turnaround preceding the reading without any problems. Though flickering in protest, the candle does not drip, and all ponytails, beards, T-shirts, and, luckily also the dried boxtrees in my vicinity survive unscathed.

Afterwards, Frère Roger speaks. Although over 80 and in a wheelchair, he still takes part in every service and usually says a few words.

During Saturday's evening service, the worshippers are subdivided according to their native tongues and the words of Frère Roger are translated. German, English, and French are the main groups, others receive the translation via headphones. This is our last service in Taizé and I feel sad. I stay until the very last song and leave only reluctantly.

We start off on Sunday morning at 6:00, not without paying a last visit to the church. The normally brightly illuminated "sails" are dark and melt into the background, the candles have gone out. Nevertheless, numerous orange floodlights in the foreground and the wood-encased lamps on the walls create a peaceful atmosphere. Despite having to say good-bye, I feel happy.

A few minutes later, Taizé disappears behind us and the good old car mercilessly drives us back towards home and routine.

Taizé has a special magic of its own, a charm which it is difficult to resist.

I will be back!
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