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    Preface


    What does this “Herbarium” actually contain? Our intention is to share healing thoughts which will help our readers thrive, fill their souls with light, illuminate their minds, and help them raise their gaze from the earth beneath their feet to the sky above their heads. It is part of our striving to find the harmony between body, mind, and soul. It is a concrete step towards inner balance and contentment.


    This book is, in part, a record of five weeks of travels in Transylvania with Brother Csaba. In it, you will find cheerful conversations, laughter, questions about what Hungarians call “the mother-in-law’s seat” (a car’s front passenger seat – statistically the most dangerous position), and a record of his innumerable remarks, all infused with Franciscan serenity. We touch on topics both serious and unserious, topics relevant to people living today. And we share reflections that cleanse the soul.


    We were on the move, just as we are always on the move through life. Brother Csaba doesn’t stop to rest. He sees to his work every day. You cannot simply sit down with him for a chat: you have to go along with him. And you have to keep up with him, live as he lives, for, even while on the move, he is always planning, negotiating, buying battlefields, restoring castles, saving artifacts of our built heritage, adopting children, nurturing souls, helping new educators learn their craft, talking with the children he has taken in, doing whatever’s necessary. Building a future.


    The one constant during our five weeks on the road was the daily Holy mass. Wherever we were when the clock struck six in the evening – whether on the shores of Lake Saint Ann [Szent Anna-tó] in the Szeklerland [Székelyföld] or in a small chapel in the forests of the Gheorgheni mountains [Gyergyói-havasok] – Brother Csaba held mass. The Lord is everywhere, and you can stop anywhere for an hour. Since the beginning of the pandemic, Brother Csaba’s daily mass can be viewed on the internet. Brother Csaba knows that during a pandemic, when people cannot leave their homes or go to church, there is a greater need for spiritual nourishment. This was his response to the pandemic.


    And so our five weeks of travel became something of a spiritual exercise. If I could, I would write everyone a prescription to sit beside Brother Csaba, in the mother-in-law’s seat, and talk with him. It was inspiring to see how this Franciscan monk, this youngest brother, does not live in time but in acts. “Each tree is known by its own fruit” [Luke 6:44], he would say. There are tasks he has undertaken, and he must complete them. He has undertaken a great deal, so he has a great deal to do. Rescuing children means far more than simply taking them in and providing a roof over their heads: it also means raising them and helping them embark on their own life-journeys. And it is fitting that this “father” give his children a gift. It’s a large family. Some six thousand children. The gift is nothing other than the spiritual guidance that keeps his children on the right path as they begin to spread their wings. God never gives someone more tasks than they can bear. He has given Brother Csaba so much because Brother Csaba can bear so much.


    It was an honour for us that Brother Csaba let us get so close to him and welcomed us as friends. The moment we arrived in Deva [Déva], a city in central Transylvania, my photographer colleague and I knew we were in the right place. Wherever we travelled, we were always given a seat at his table. He always shared his bread with us, and, when evening fell, we were able to sit down and chat with him over a glass of wine, which seemed like something of a miracle. It is, quite frankly, difficult to understand how he finds time for everything and everyone even at the pace at which he lives. It was nice to see a saint of our time living life as an everyday person without pomp or pretence. To stroll with him, chat with him, and all the while to ponder precisely what it is that elevates him above the level of an everyday man.


    There were no secrets, or so I think. A perfectly honest man who knows that he was put on this earth to preach the gospel. Rectitude, purity, passion. The knowledge that there is no other time, no other place, only the here and now, and that one must deal with each task as it arises. And it was also good to see that this man was never alone in his struggles, but God was always at his side, holding his hand, giving him strength, and guiding him. Brother Csaba dared entrust himself to the Lord when he was twenty-five, and they have been creative partners ever since. He knows and believes that it is good to do good, good to be good. And he not only knows this, he lives it. If the truth is so simple, why doesn’t everyone follow his example? How much we could solve in this world!


    Brother Csaba’s wisdom is not some tepid sagacity. He could spend his days, weeks, and months in the monasteries of Deva [Déva] or of Orăștie [Szászváros], but he was not called to sit in a monastery garden and watch the tomatoes grow. No: he was summoned to cultivate the Word of the Lord and to preach his message of love. God does not send prophets to remain silent. Brother Csaba takes a stand and speaks his mind on many issues during mass and also on social media – and sometimes he is blasted for it in the comments. But, as we know, “steel is tempered in the fire”. Brother Csaba is among us to say what he thinks, to be an example to us, and to guide those who come to his side and show them the future.


    I was given the gift of a lifetime: the opportunity to travel with Brother Csaba, to ask questions, to write down his ideas, and to reflect on them as they gradually became an indelible part of my mental and spiritual world. Not once did I feel as if I were working. In writing this book, I was being reborn without even realising it. Brother Csaba told me that “everybody is a church of God,” that I too was building God’s kingdom, and that someday I too would sit down at the same table with Him. He told me this so many times that, in the end, I believed him. I believed him because he has that certain charisma that prompts you to believe what he says. You believe that “God does not create worthless scrap” and that “all people are fundamentally good”. If a sincere person tells you that the end of the world is not nigh, you will believe them. Let us honour every sincere person, for there are fewer and fewer of them. I can only hope that what I gained from this journey will shine from the pages of this book and warm you, my reader, as it has warmed me.


    This book is not trendy. It does not proclaim what so many people proclaim today – that the end of the world is nigh and we can do little else but accept it, have breakfast, and quietly die. Rather, this book proclaims that you can stop this process, or even reverse it. That the end of the world is not at hand, but that we stand at the threshold of a new era. There is hope, there is a future, we can make sacrifices for it, we can shape our world, and we can shape ourselves. Do good! Be active! Be not afraid! Don’t echo the clamouring cries of the doomsayers! Grasp the hand of the person beside you. If they fall, help them up, and go forward!


    Brother Csaba Böjte’s “Herbarium” contains the reflections and practical suggestions of a friar who is also a man of deep faith and understanding. You need not race through it cover to cover in one sitting. Keep it by your bedside and, at the end of a long day, read a few passages before recharging your batteries. Let us continue to dream God’s dream, His creation, and let Brother Csaba’s thoughts hold us by the hand on our way through life.


    Levente Csender
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    Thoughts on love
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    Love is the force that sustains us and gives meaning to our lives. Love is to humankind what water is to fish. A fish cannot live without water, and if a person does not receive and give love, they will dry up. Their life will be struggle, drowning, and barren death.
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    The only commandment

    God gave us only one commandment: the commandment of love. We are to worship our Creator with ardent love, and we are also to love one another and ourselves faithfully. Jesus captured this in the following words: “And thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy heart, and with all thy soul, and with all thy mind, and with all thy strength: this is the first commandment. And the second is like, namely this, Thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself.” [Mark 12:30—31]. It would be important to teach as a separate subject in school what it means to worship God, as well as what it means to love creatures, including ourselves, rightly and well.

    To exist on earth is to receive an education in love, on the basis of which we ourselves and those around us find happiness or unhappiness. God does not ask us to learn to love because He is egocentric, but rather because it is only when we have truly learned how to relate to our Creator, ourselves, and this beautiful, multi-faceted world according to His will that humankind and this world can function properly.

  

  
    On the desire for the Eternal

    Of God’s Ten great, simple, concise Commandments, the very first is: “I am the Lord your God […] you shall have no other gods before me” [Exodus 20:2—3]. There is in all of us a longing, an unquenchable thirst for eternal love. We were created with the yearning to know and love the infinitely beautiful, the infinitely good, the infinitely true, the infinitely wise, the infinitely joyful.

    Saint Augustine says that our hearts are restless until they find rest in you, my God. This restlessness is in each and every one of us. The trouble is that the impatient person does not find the Infinite, but boards a low-cost flight to nowhere and naïvely starts making idols for themselves.

    Anything born of a handful of dust, like each and every one of us, loses its role and becomes an idol if put in the place belonging to the Creator. One’s wife can be made an idol, or one’s husband, one’s child, even a football team, a church, a nation, a people, even this earthly existence itself. There are so many quarrels and divorces because we have come to expect our husbands, wives, or children to give our lives meaning and to make us completely happy. The idolatrous person says it in their words and acts: I live for you and you alone, you are my everything, the purpose and meaning of my life, and that’s why I worship you. And the poor child cannot breathe at their mother’s side. They are suffocated, they fall ill, because they cannot fulfil this great task which has been forced on them.

    It would hurt terribly to think that the only purpose, the only reason I was born on this earth was to make someone or something happy once and for all. We are gifts from God to one another. Let us rejoice in this, for we can be one another’s companions. We live in the same age, we can count on one another, your hand in mine, and we will explore the Eternal, discover the beauty, the values, the joys of creation – but we must not forget, not even for a moment, that only the presence and love of God can fill us to the very depths of our being and make us happy.

    It is always good to be together as friends, as husband and wife – but, as Saint-Exupéry wrote, love does not mean gazing at each other, but looking outward together in the same direction, at the Eternal. I worship God, and I love His creations. If the emphasis in our lives were to fall on him, then many marriages and parent-child relationships could be put right. But let us also think of how much pain and war has been brought to this earth by making idols of different worldviews and ideologies or even by putting the love and worship of our own people, our nation, our own denomination, above all else.

    In the twenty-first century, we do not worship a golden calf. We worship our cars, our professions, our careers, or the isms with which we have been instilled, the isms which promise to change the world, the isms of which there are so very many in public life today. Real hunger cannot be satisfied by chewing gum, cannot be sated by idols created by man. Many naïve people believe that they will be happy if they can change the parameters within which they live. They move from here to there, jump from one profession to another, some even try to change their skin colour or their gender, hoping to find happiness.

    Whoever worships their own body and undergoes operation after operation is not satisfied, and never will be, for they have become their own idol. Much as a house cannot move into itself, so we cannot make ourselves happy. A person cannot be the meaning of their own life.

    An idol, even if it is truly beautiful and valuable, is still only a creation. It cannot fill the infinite void within you. It cannot make you happy once and for all, and it therefore can never be the real thing you long for. Sooner or later, you will become disillusioned with it, not because it is bad, but because you expected from it something that it cannot give – and then you will throw it away, for you had always longed for more, for something more valuable. Understand that this desire lives in you, for our Creator fashioned you in this way: you shall always want more, you shall always want better, and this desire gnaws at you, it drives you on. Do not badger your wife, your husband, your family. There’ll be no end to it. You will only find happiness in God.

    Our Creator asks us to worship God, and He says this because He knows our nature, for He created us for Himself. Much as the chiropractor puts the aching parts of the body in their proper place, we should consciously turn to our Creator – and if we find the meaning of life, the happiness of life in Him, we will rejoice to see that everything will suddenly fall into place, and our relationships with one another and with the world will also fall into place of their own accord. We shall worship God, we shall love one another, and this will become the wellspring of our happiness.
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