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In the ten chapters of The Benedict Option, author Rod Dreher gives a strategy for life
for Christians. Overall the book can be very helpful for Youth With A Mission’s development
of missional communities around the world. My perspective comes from Latvia where my
parents and grandparents experienced the Soviet regime and | personally experienced
education in a Communist country. | am skeptical of some of the suggestions the author gives.

Dreher suggests we base our rule of living on an adapted version of the ancient Rule
of Benedict that includes order, prayer, work and stability, asceticism, balance, community
and hospitality. | think all of these thoughts are quite well known in our YWAM setting. In
particular, Christian hospitality could really be a key for our post-Christian society. As Pastor
Rozentals states, “Hospitality is creating a void, but not a void that scares, one that creates
joy... And | think that is the longing of every person and of every community — to find a
hospitable place to dump all the fears and to experience healthy and whole life.”?

When we look at YWAM'’s core beliefs and foundational values? and other founding
documents, we can actually see a “rule” in many ways similar to what the Rule of Benedict is
for the Benedictine context and for what Dreher suggests in his book. Our founding
documents define us as a movement, they help define who we are locally, and what
YWAMers everywhere can expect from each other.

After defining the proposed Rule, Dreher illustrates how it could work in different areas
of society. The first area the author notes is politics. Even though later in the book Dreher
suggests we form Christian communities and retreat from the current state of affairs, he also
notes that “religious liberty is critically important to the Benedict Option” (p. 84). The Church
in Latvia has never experienced the freedoms and influences as in the USA, therefore it
experiences a different view and different expectations from the state and in the exercise of
politics. A Latvian Lutheran bishop says he is “surprised, that more people [in Latvia] are not
involved in political parties as members and are not part of building politics from inside, not
even mentioning that only half of the citizens go to vote!” Then he exhorts, “Let us use the
time of peace, to influence and work towards building society and well-being.” It must be
understood that YWAM communities as well as churches are affected in their exercise of
freedom by how free the state allows them to be. So there is definitely a need for a “new kind
of Christian politics” as Dreher suggests, but it cannot be a retreat.

The author mentions Vaclav Havel and Czech dissidents and the idea of “antipolitical
politics” (Dreher, pg. 92). Living in an oppressive government is not easy. A Latvian dissident
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who had been sentenced to three prison terms during the Soviet regime, Lidija Lasmane-
Doronina states: “There were people who were forced to cooperate [with the Communist
government], for example, by threats to hurt their family members. They had no way out...
The system simply had these people on their knees; that was their goal. The system had to
keep on their knees all who were not exiled or who did not run away. We were submissive to
this power, we were afraid of it and we did everything to survive, because life is most
important to a human being.”* From this perspective our YWAM bases and training programs
should be challenging Christians to take an active part in politics, at least in Latvia.

In the area of church the author calls for rediscovering past traditions and relearning
traditional habits of asceticism, as well as emphasizing order, beauty and goodness. Each of
our YWAM bases have their own “liturgy” and traditions, but | think the most important is the
foundation, the worldview. The outward expression is not as important. Latvia recently
experienced two completely different Christian events. One was the European Youth Meeting
led by the Taizé community at the end of 2016. The other was the Awakening Europe event
in September 2018. Each had very different expressions of Christian faith, or we could say —
very different liturgies. The message however was quite similar — give yourself to God
completely. | would agree with Dreher about the need for order and beauty and goodness,
but he did not convince me about the use of ancient liturgies.

In considering Christian formation the author writes from within the context of
American liberties. In Latvia as in some other countries education is very much state
regulated. If the state does not want it, separate education, like Christian schools or
homeschooling of children, will not happen. In that kind of situation it is the parents’
responsibility to teach the children to see the truth even in very difficult situations (such as
Communist times). Teaching history, teaching where we come from, then becomes very
important! That will be foundational. This is something Dreher argues for.

The area of The Benedict Option that connects closest to the YWAM setting is the
concept of a Christian village. From the beginning YWAM bases have been functioning as
Christian communities. It is interesting that in the early years of YWAM the bases were often
located in rural areas, something Dreher suggests is strategic now. From what | have seen
over the decades, YWAM has had a movement toward the cities. We are also still called to
be the salt and the light of the rural communities.

The author also addresses hard labor, eros, and technology, topics significant to
strategic community building. | find it pertinent what professor Téraudkalns observes: “There
always will be people who search for benefits delivered by a religious group with a high
tension level with society, and others, who want religion that does not demand a lot of them.”
The Benedict Option challenges each reader to decide what would be their involvement in
building the Kingdom. This book can also give valuable input and create space for more
discussion in YWAM on how we can develop missional communities.
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