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M ichael Hennessy uncorks a dis-
tinguished-looking bottle that
opens with a breathy pop like
champagne. But this is no fine
wine from France. It is elegant
beer made by Trappist monks

in Belgium, and I can’t wait to taste it.
Hennessy carefully pours the brew into a

delicate goblet, and I raise it to my lips. It’s
rich, fragrant and smooth, this Chimay Blue
Grande Reserve. A beer for the soul.

I think I’m going to enjoy this interview.
If you like good beer and drinking deep

of spirituality, chances are you will enjoy an
upcoming class Hennessy is teaching at the
Catholic Information Center. “Holy Brew:
Trappists, Monks and the Catholic Tradition
of Brewing Beer” is next week. A third night
was added after the Tuesday class filled up.

Small wonder. The CIC is run by the
Paulist Fathers, an order of priests whose
prime mission is evangelization. If you want
to evangelize in Grand Rapids, good beer is
a surefire way to get people in the door.

In this case, you won’t find a better evan-
gelist than Hennessy. A Paulist seminarian
attending Catholic University of America in
Washington, he also is a home brewer for
his fellow seminarians there and an avid
appreciator of craft brews. He was assigned
to spend this summer in Grand Rapids, and,
he cheerfully added, it was “most likely the
Holy Spirit” at work.

Coming to Beer City U.S.A. gave him
the opportunity not only to assist at St.
Andrew’s Cathedral but to sample West
Michigan’s famed ales — which he has done
methodically while recording the brands on
a smartphone app — and teach us about the
great tradition of Trappist brewing.

This he is happy to do, for he appreciates
not just the taste of good beer but the care of
its making. When done with the right com-
bination of hops and devotion, brewing can
be a spiritual pursuit, he said.

“Beer is very simple,” said Hennessy,
CSP (Congregation of St. Paul). “A few basic
ingredients, but when put together and used
well, it can be very beautiful.” Noting God
created both the ingredients and our abil-
ity to combine them, he added, “I believe
it’s pleasing to God for people to make and
enjoy beer” — in moderation, of course.

Few beers are as enjoyable as those of
the Trappists, a worldwide order of monks
who strictly observe the monastic Rule of
St. Benedict. They rise early, pray often,
work hard and, in certain monasteries,
produce really good beer. Cheese, too.

This is sold to the public to support the

monastery and charitable giving. True
Trappist beer must meet internation-
ally approved standards, including being
brewed at or near the monastery by the
monks themselves. Less than a dozen
monasteries make the beer, the majority in
Belgium and one in the U.S.

For Hennessy, a former high school his-
tory teacher, the rare quality of Trappist
beer is tied to the order’s Benedictine rule
of hospitality, once used to house and serve
medieval pilgrims, and its ethic of work as a
holy thing.

“There’s a very special spirituality to their
approach to work,” Hennessy said between
our sips of Chimay Blue. “That’s why you
know good quality care goes into this,” he
added, lifting the bottle.

“These guys who brewed this did not
want to be beer brewers. But they said ‘You
know what? We’re going to do this, and
we’re going to do it well.’ That’s a very spiri-
tual thing.”

Trappist beer is spiritual heaven for
many beer lovers. Some consider the brews
of the Trappist Abbey of Saint Sixtus of
Westvleteren in Belgium to be the best in
the world. You can only get it by ordering
from the monastery, picking it up there and
paying a monk in cash.

Such sublime elixirs don’t come cheaply.
The Chimay Blue Hennessy served me cost
$15 for a 1-pint, 9-ounce bottle. What do you
expect for a beer produced by monks in
Belgium who get up at 3 a.m. to pray, just
about the time you might be drinking it?

If you want a taste of Trappist beer, as
well as its history, by the way, Hennessy will
be serving samples in his class. In modera-
tion, of course.

Michael Hennessy is a Paulist seminarian attending Catholic University of America in Washington. He has been assigned to spend the
summer in Grand Rapids assisting at the Cathedral of St. Andrew, and he will give a talk called “Holy Brew” three nights next week at the
Catholic Information Center, 360 S. Division Ave. (Charles Honey/MLive.com)

Hops and devotion: A holymix
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SEMINARIAN MICHAEL HENNESSY, WHO WILL GIVE A TALK ON THE TRAPPIST MONKS’ TRADITION OF BREWING BEER

By Douglas Kindschi
Director of the Kaufman Interfaith
Institute at GVSU

Last week, I reported from
Istanbul on the topic of hos-
pitality and understanding.

Understanding was the goal of
our community effort in 2012
called the Year of Interfaith
Understanding. It is very impor-
tant that we go beyond mere
tolerance and even hospitality
by getting to know others who
may not share our worldview,
cultural background and faith
tradition.

As we noted in our commu-
nity initiative, understanding
comes from sustained conversa-
tion. Listening is as important
as seeking to make one’s own
position understood. As our
conversation proceeded with our
colleagues from the universi-

ties in Turkey,
we did begin
to understand
their perspec-
tive in a way that
was helpful to
our own under-
standing in the
areas of science

and religion. But as this mutual
understanding proceeded we
moved to a new level beyond
understanding — namely, that of
respect.

THENEXTSTEP
While understanding is

important in getting to know
others more fully, the next step
is respect for the other person,
even though we might not agree.
This can only happen when the
conversation becomes a true
dialogue.

The Aspen Institute recently
published a report from its
Inclusive America project titled,
“Principled Pluralism.” The proj-
ect seeks “to encourage respect
in the public sphere for the reli-
gious identity of individuals and
groups, to foster positive rela-
tionships and informed dialogue
between people of different spiri-
tual orientations and to forge
partnerships among religious
and other organizations in ser-
vice to the common good.” The
report also noted “it would be a
mistake to assume religion is not
a potentially explosive source of
division in the U.S. society, as it
has been and remains in many
countries overseas.”

A follow-up to this report
was a presentation at Calvin
College where the presidents
of InterVarsity Christian

Fellowship/USA, Calvin
Theological Seminary and Calvin
College spoke to this goal of
maintaining one’s principles
while being open to those who
have different religious beliefs.

WORDFROMTHEPOPE
In a similar way, Pope Francis

last fall met with participants
from the Pontifical Council for
Interreligious Dialogue. He
made it clear dialogue does not
mean giving up your identity as
a Christian. On the contrary, the
pope stressed “true openness
means remaining firm in one’s
deepest convictions, and there-
fore being open to understanding
others.”

Professor Miroslav Volf from
Yale University made a similar
statement in his book “Against
the Tide: Love in a Time of

Petty Dreams and Persisting
Enmities”:

“It is because all major reli-
gions are not in essence the
same that engaging in dialogues
is worthwhile. ... Their adherents
rightly argue with each other
about the merits and truth con-
tent of their respective religions.”

Some people oppose interfaith
efforts because they fear water-
ing down what one believes
in order to find agreement.
Principled pluralism and true
dialogue respects each person as
a child of God and deserving of
respect. Dialogue is the vehicle
for building respect, and it does
not assume that we all agree.
Rather, it holds out the promise
of going beyond understanding
to truly respecting the other
person.
Email: interfaith@gvsu.edu
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WASHINGTON

HouseOKs global
religious freedom
commission

The House has approved
a five-year reauthoriza-
tion of the U.S. Commission
on International Religious
Freedom. The independent
government agency reports on
violations of religious rights
abroad and recommends
actions the U.S. could take
against countries that perse-
cute or fail to prevent persecu-
tion of people of faith.

Virginia Congressman
Frank Wolf said, “Without this
commission, there would be
nobody around to point out
what is taking place.”

CONCORD, N.H.

Suit challenges abortion
clinic buffer zone

A conservative Christian law
group filed a federal lawsuit
seeking to strike down New
Hampshire’s 25-foot buffer
zone around abortion clinics.

Alliance Defending Freedom
announced July 8 it filed the
suit on behalf of several abor-
tion opponents. The suit says
the buffer zone signed into
law this year violates the free
speech rights of protesters.

ADF filed the Massachusetts
lawsuit that led to last month’s
U.S. Supreme Court ruling
striking down that state’s buf-
fer zone.

The lawsuit filed July 7 says
the law unfairly allows clinic
escorts, but not protesters,
to talk to women within the
buffer zone. Abortion rights
supporters say the buffers are
needed to protect women and
workers from harassment.

ERIE, PA.

Faith-based letter
‘misinterpreted’?

Former Democratic
Congresswoman Kathy
Dahlkemper said her deci-
sion to sign a letter asking
President Barack Obama to
create a religious exemption
to a planned executive order
about gay and lesbian hiring is
being “misinterpreted.”

Dahlkemper, who represent-
ed northwestern Pennsylvania
in the U.S. House before losing
her first re-election bid in 2010,
was elected Erie County execu-
tive last year.

The letter was signed by
faith-based leaders across the
country July 1, and urged the
president to include a religious
exemption when he signs a
planned executive order ban-
ning any companies or agen-
cies that contract with the gov-
ernment from discriminating
against gays and lesbians.

Dahlkemper said she viewed
the letter as a compromise
that would protect gay rights
without penalizing people with
religious objections.
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IF YOU GO

HOLY BREW: TRAPPISTS,
MONKS AND THE CATHOLIC
TRADITION OF BREWING BEER
When: 7 p.m. Wednesday and July 24
Where: Catholic Information Center, 360 S.
Division Ave.
Register: Visit catholicinformationcenter.org, or
call 616-459-7267. Must be 21 with a valid ID.
Admission: A $10 donation is requested.


