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I

The day before I leave Venice, it’s high tide, which in practice means flooding, but Venice floods so regularly that it’s a matter of course. Flooding is like the seasons, and this season is referred to as acqua alta. Sometimes the water is so high that the young at heart can take a dip in St. Mark’s Square in late summer. Today, though, it’s only up to our knees.

					Together with a young art restorer from London, I sit in the church portal. We regularly find ourselves here, because it’s almost always sunny and at the moment it’s the only spot on the island that is still dry. We’re both staying on this small island opposite St. Mark’s Square: he to restore old paintings, and I to take in Venice. 

					When I heard I could stay on an island opposite St. Mark’s Square, an island with little more than a monastery and a church on it, I wanted to get to know the monks that live there. I imagined that they would open the curtains every morning and see first light in Venice, because they rose earlier than everyone else. I imagined that they would say many things about life on the other side of the water. After all, they’d looked out on it for at least a thousand years. I also envisioned that, just as at the Oracle of Delphi, there would be long queues before the doors to the monastery, because everybody wants to know what the monks see when they look out across the water.

					If you take the boat from St. Mark’s Square, you’ll see a carefully cultivated island. Marble runs right to the water’s edge, and the church is situated between the monastery on one side and a chic little marina on the other. When the boat docked at the island, however, there were neither queues, nor monks. I only saw tourists busy compiling a photo album.

					Behind the church and the monastery, there is a garden that smells of eucalyptus, where salamanders dart between the leaves and birds build nests in the pomegranate trees. They must be tucked away somewhere in this tranquillity, I thought, but I couldn’t see them anywhere. They were nowhere to be seen moving about the island, in the amphitheatre behind the trees or in the vegetable garden behind the church. 

					‘There has been a community in the cloisters for over fifty years, and the monks – I think there are two left – are bricked in somewhere between the church and the monastery,’ the gardener tells me. 

					‘Are they still alive?’

					‘Hardly.’

					I ring the bell at the door between the church and the monastery, but nobody answers. I ring again. Somebody speaks through the intercom.

					‘Si?’

					‘Oh hi! I wondered if sometime I could come and talk to you about…’

					‘Come back tomorrow.’ He hangs up.

That same evening, I sit before the door at which I rang earlier. I drink amaretto from a red plastic cup with Erasmus students that have come here from the city to play cards on the island. They’ve brought candles, plums, crisps and lots of alcohol.

					I speak to a girl who snogged two boys last night. She says she’s having a real ‘Erasmus experience’, which I take not to refer to the guy himself, but to the programme invented by the EU to encourage cultural exchange. She asks the group if anybody has been to the Guggenheim yet.

					‘The Guggenheim is boring,’ says a Spaniard.	

					‘Is there like art in the Guggenheim?’ asks a girl from London. ‘I mean, I like artefacts, but art is just too art for me, you know what I mean?’ She looks slightly sour.

					I’d always thought that people that live in very beautiful places – where the evening air is like baby-soft skin and the water almost jade – would somehow be elevated.

					‘So what are you doing here?’ the girl from London asks me, but I don’t really know how best to answer her question. I ask her which artefacts she likes.

					‘Medieval shoes,’ she says, with a shy smile. She asks again what I’m doing here, but I don’t think she is dying to hear the following answer: ‘I was sent here to write something about Venice, and when I heard that I could visit an island with nothing but a monastery on it, it seemed like the perfect opportunity to look for monks that have something beautiful to say, because I think there are very beautiful things to be said by those who see life through the prism of religion, only I never hear them.

					In the city where I live, people constantly say they’re too enlightened to believe in God. And I never know what to say in reply. It’s not that I believe in God as such, I mean, I do think about him, or rather Him, sometimes, but I don’t think he exists.

					It’s just that I feel the language with which people reject religion is so profoundly lacking; it’s above all a language that divides everything, people, for instance, into categories like believer and non-believer. Firstly, that division doesn’t make sense in my opinion and, secondly, it seems dangerous. Although Toon Hermans (you won’t know him of course, he was Dutch) is a little bucolic about it, I do agree with him when he says “if we no longer understand one another, the world becomes as cold as ice”. Yes, I know what you’re thinking now, that that’s not a good comparison and you’re right it’s not, after all it comes from a song about love, but trying to understand somebody is just about the most beautiful thing a person can possibly attempt, and I don’t believe that the language believers and atheists tend to use leads to that, you know? 

					My point is that I think I am just as put out by people who say that Christ died for our sins as by people who use such utterances to claim they are too intelligent or even too enlightened to believe that. After all, both testify to – and I can’t say it in any other way – a poverty of language or maybe an ugly language. It is in any event something that leaves me feeling very alone.’

					I cough.

					‘Can I have ribblechips? My throat is a bit dry.’ After I’ve swallowed a handful, I say: ‘so to answer your question: I am doing a study about monasteries.’

					‘Ok. Cool. Sounds nice.’

					‘Yes. It’s very nice.’


II

The next day I return to the monastery and ring the bell. Again, nobody answers the door, so I decide to leave the island and head for the ferry stop. On the way, I spot a monk sitting on a small bench between two businessmen. He’s waiting for the same ferry as I am. I sit down opposite him and look him in the eye. He looks back. ‘Capisce Inglès?’ I ask. He laughs and shakes his head. ‘Non, non.’

					I begin a conversation anyway, because apparently I’m under the impression that that’s possible, even if I don’t speak his language. He looks softly, a bit like yesterday’s collapsed tiramisu. We sit down in seats reserved for wheelchair users at the front of the boat. 

					He’s been at the monastery since he was eleven, and he’s hoping for something, but I don’t understand exactly what. He says that there’s one monk on the island who speaks English, Luke, and that I can talk to him. He invites me to join in Morning Prayer on Saturday at half-past five. He asks if that suits. ‘Yes,’ I say, and he looks surprised at my reply. ‘Otherwise you could also come this evening, we’ll pray tonight, too’. He says I should be at the church at quarter to seven.

					When I get home, I quickly warm up the spaghetti I pulled from the vending machine in the lobby. A few times, I’ve seen adverts for an organisation that promises people ‘enlightenment-in-a-day’. I think that that kind of enlightenment must taste roughly like my spaghetti does now: still frozen solid in some places, already burned dry in others.

					I head back to the church. A monk asks me to leave, because the church is about to close. I don’t know how to say that I was invited by a monk with a face like a collapsed tiramisu, but I remember the word for praying from the conversation on the ferry.

					‘Pregare?’

					‘Brava,’ he says. He points to the empty pews at the front. He continues to light the candles. I sit down and don’t quite know what to do. I didn’t come here to pray myself; I don’t even know how to. I came here to see how these old men do it.

					Somebody comes and sits down next to me. It’s a man with white trainers and a pair of chequered swimming trunks. He’s wearing a jumper that says ‘God bless America’. I suddenly wish I was wearing a jumper bearing the text ‘God doesn’t give a flying fuck about America’ in homage to George Carlin, but it’s too late now.

					I get up and walk to the altar, where two French tourists and an American are taking pictures. The monk I met earlier emerges from a side entrance and approaches the altar. He takes my hand and we sit down amidst the walnut woodcarvings. Little cherubs hang on either side of me, and behind their walnut wood necks there’s an opening through which I can just see the chin and lower jaw of the monk to my left. He yawns frequently. When each monk has found his niche, they reach for a book and begin to sing.

That evening, I go out for a stroll around the island. The salamanders must be sleeping, because I hear no rustling. Apparently part of the bench that looks out across the water and the back of Guidecca has given way under the weight of an unfortunate sitter. I perch next to the hole and see a boat anchored twenty metres from the island. Two men are playing chess in the cabin.

					It reminds me of the bar mitzvah I saw a few days ago on the Ghetto Nuovo Square. The party was about the same size as the two-berth boat before me, but if you were a part of it you were probably oblivious that there was anything going on anywhere else in the world.


III

I set my alarm to make sure I’m at the church on time. Not really because I want to pray, but because I want to prove I can get up before everybody else, even if I don’t believe in God’s existence. At half-past five, I’m standing at the church doors, but I don’t go inside. It’s still nighttime on the island, and I’m not in the mood to pray with the monks. When there’s no daylight in the church, it’s a scary place.

					I settle on the steps and watch how Venice wakes up. I look at St. Mark’s Square and see how the quay fills up with the daytime hordes; it slowly starts to resemble a documentary about battery hens.

					When the sun has risen high above the city, I ring at the monks’ door again. Luke, the English-speaking monk, opens the door dressed in what I would describe as a tennis outfit. He is holding a mop. Taking note of my smile, he answers: ‘well, you wanted to know about the life of a monk. And part of it is cleaning.’ He walks to the kitchenette just off the small entrance hall. 

					‘So you want to know all about ora et labora. Let’s have a coffee first, shall we?’ He reaches for a big, blue biscuit tin printed with the words ‘big love’. ‘My supervisor told me that in the monastery one should look for God. You are never going to find him, but still,’ he says, laughing as he drops a handful of butter biscuits into his frock for later I assume.

					Luke is under the impression that I want to find God, because I had said that my generation no longer lives with God. He hadn’t let me finish, for which I’m grateful, because otherwise I would have felt pedantic again, but now he pulls leaflets from a folder with images of young people looking for God.

					Luke used to be a renowned interior designer. ‘I wasn’t selling anything; I was helping people buy. That’s a different thing,’ he says with a wry smile. ‘I helped your queen decorate her house, you know. I made her buy a lot of expensive stuff.’

					We’re going to clean the guest rooms, and he asks if I want slippers. I don’t want slippers, but he insists. He produces two white, velvet slippers from a cupboard.

					While I clean the bathroom and he dusts the cupboard for the second time that day, we talk about his sister’s oven. I try to think of a question that will tempt him into saying beautiful things, but I’m not sure how to tackle this. He just keeps talking. ‘My sister has a kitchen because it came with the house. It’s not like she cooks you know.’ She’s also not married, because, according to Luke, she demands too much from the men she meets. He says: ‘Well, here we are all married to Christ, you know,’ as if Jesus is, if nothing else, not demanding.

					We sit in silence during lunch due to the two-metre gap between each plate. 

					After our meal, the monk I met on the boat shows me around, and I ask how they get by. From donations, he says pointing upwards. ‘God?’ I ask. ‘You get by with God’s help?’ ‘No, the lift. The church tower has a lift. We earn money from the view, too.’ I notice the long queues in front of the church tower.

					Straight after dinner, for which we thanked God twice, we go to pray again.  I have forgotten to take my white bath slippers off, and I realise this only as I walk to the altar. I don’t have the impression that there’s any way back; the church is so big and everything echoes for so long. Retreating to change my shoes becomes a task ten times more daunting than it really is, so instead I stand there in my white bath slippers on the holy walnut wood. There I am in the midst of my search for which I can’t get any T-shirts printed. The same probably goes for the monks.

					If I had spoken Italian, they may have told me that the kind of language I am looking for is spoken fluently in the Kingdom of God, but that they have agreed that, until that time comes, it’s better to sing than speak.

					After the prayer, I bid farewell to Luke and the others. He walks me to the exit of the church and looks at my slippers. ‘Well, at least the slippers don’t make any sound. They are nice and quiet. You can keep them as a souvenir.’

					I think I felt disappointed as I walked down the church steps to the other side of the island. Disappointed not with the monks, but rather with the fact that, for a good question, you probably first need to know the answer, and that until then everybody is so terribly alone.


IV

There’s a kind of watchtower at the marina where, almost every evening, there’s a light on and a man sits knitting. Each time I pass, I wonder who he is and if he lives there, but each evening – tonight being no exception – I keep walking. I once sat next to a man waiting for the ferry. The man was clearly having problems breathing: so choked with tears that he seemed to have forgotten how to inhale, and when the boat came, I walked away. In a restaurant, a large group of monks and women were eating and drinking as if there was no tomorrow and I kept walking. I saw two tramps and gave them each two Euros, because I had decided in Venice never again not to give money to the homeless, probably because it’s so beautiful there, and then I walked on. I saw an African girl wearing a dress from the time of Vivaldi who was selling concert tickets and when an American man said that people in the 17th century weren’t so black, I, again, walked on. I kept walking when I lost my way, when I was happy, when I was praying in my bath slippers. 

					When I asked Luke if he thought he’d grown out of time, he shook his head. ‘We always have to find new reasons for being, you know.’ ‘But in which language will you express those reasons of being?’ He didn’t reply. Perhaps he was thinking about the Kingdom of God or about a song he could sing.

					And while the art restorer and I look out over Venice from the church portal, this time in our wellingtons, because even here it’s no longer dry. Waves beat up against the marble of the island – you have to visit to comprehend that islands can be made of marble – and drops of salt water occasionally splash into our faces. We stand in a portal two meters above ground level, and the water reaches above our ankles. Although I’m cold, I’m glad there’s nowhere else to go.

					The surroundings are rough and wild. For the first time, Venice is no longer an island, but more like a ship that stretches across the entire lagoon itself, more specifically a sinking ship, with here and there a few parts still rising above the surface of the water. On the vaporetto, most Venetians are clad from head to toe in waterproof trousers and colourful raincoats. Everyone tries to keep each other dry and to help each other onto the jetties the city has constructed to accommodate the tourists. People hold hands to avoid slipping.

					Tourists on their way to the airport allow their suitcases to float on the water and pull them forth by the handles, like lifeboats. A woman in a wheelchair puts on a life vest.

					The fish swim into the church, perhaps finally to see the Tintorettos up close. I follow the fish with my gaze and see that the monks are standing on their walnut wood chairs in raincoats. They steady themselves by the cherubs on either side of them and begin to sing.

					I tell the restorer that I’m rather looking forward to the sea level rising. Perhaps then we’ll all be united – as Venice is now.

				

				




Translated from Dutch by Joe Snape and Henriette Louwerse
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