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Asked to choose from one’s own tradition a master of prayer and to speak about him or her at 
an international gathering of religious, one would normally fix on a famous name, someone 
other people have already come across and would like to learn more about. I realise that in a 
conference of this sort there will be at least some, more probably many, who know little or 
nothing of the man I mean to speak about, Gilbert Shaw, priest of the Church of England. 
Who, you may be asking, is this Gilbert Shaw? We have never heard of him. On the other 
hand, I shall be talking to you—and it is my sole qualification for doing so—about someone I 
did know, someone whose face and tone of voice I can conjure up without having to exert
any historical imagination. And since there are not a great many people left who did know 
him you will perhaps forgive me if I start with a short biographical outline.

Gilbert Shaw was born in Dublin in 1886, and grew up as an Anglo-Irish boy in London 
in the last decades of what we now regard as an over-ripe and parasitical civilisation. 
Hackneyed as the description might sound, it is one he himself used, and it remains true that 
by the time Gilbert was in his thirties, no fewer than three imperial dynasties had tottered out 
of existence, the map of Europe had been re-drawn, and the cultural and social heritage left 
behind could be designated in a title that remains unquestioned even today—the Waste Land.

His father, a distinguished barrister-at-law, envisaged for his only son the same legal 
profession, with the further prospect of a seat in Parliament and a career in politics. At Trinity 
College, Cambridge, Gilbert read history, took an active part in Union debates, acquitted 
himself with credit and, on going down in 1909, seemed all set for the course decided upon. 
After spending some months in New Zealand, and in Tasmania as aide-de-camp to the 
Governor, he was called to the Bar in 1913, and in the same year he married his cousin, 
Sylvia. In the following year a son, the first of three children, was born to them. On the 
outbreak of war he joined a cavalry regiment and in 1915 was invalided out of the army after 
a riding accident. Thus he never saw active service in the Great War which claimed the lives 
of so many of his generation; instead he was responsible for legal work in the Ministry of 
Food, which included sociological work in the English South Midlands. Well, in wartime 
many people are diverted into unexpected occupations, and it might be assumed that after the 
war his career at the Bar would resume its predictable course.

But beneath the surface many things had been going on in the life of this well-connected, 
personable young man. Since his schooldays at Eton he had been active in lay evangelism,
becoming increasingly concerned about social issues—slum housing and grinding poverty. In 
those days public schools and university colleges ran what were known as Missions in some 
of the poorest London boroughs, and in Camberwell Gilbert came face to face not just with 
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poverty but with stark destitution, and learned what it meant, as a member of the privileged 
classes, to preach the Gospel to people who could barely keep body and soul together. He 
kept up this work all the time he was training for the Bar—after the War with increasing 
commitment in the Oxford diocese until 1922—when he had a severe breakdown. This 
breakdown was not simply the result of over-work. Gilbert, who had an unusual degree of 
psychic sensitivity, had found himself, as a Christian layman, drawn with one or two others 
into confrontation with an evil network of occult practices. The details of this experience 
have no bearing on the theme of the present talk, save that while it made him for a time very 
ill, it marked the first stage of preparation for a ministry of spiritual healing and deliverance 
which he would be called upon to exercise in the service of the Church from time to time 
throughout his life. Towards the end of 1922 Gilbert was sufficiently recovered to spend 
some months in South Africa, and by the time he came back he had resolved to offer himself 
for ordination to the priesthood.

Since his undergraduate days, by disciplined prayer and avid reading he had been steadily 
building his theological house on its baptismal foundation. We cannot pinpoint a decisive 
moment, though there are hints which suggest a very powerful, even fiery, encounter: Once 
Love has beaten on you, you are never the same again. Somewhere along the line, the ever 
growing importance of God in his life had eclipsed that of his career, the expectations of his 
family and friends, whatever had until then been presented to him as worthy of his striving. 
As a deacon he was for a few years vice-principal of Burgh Theological College in 
Lincolnshire, taking priest’s orders in 1926. The next four years were devoted intensively to 
the work of promoting and conducting retreats, while his reputation as a spiritual director 
continued to grow.

Because this talk is concerned with Father Gilbert as a teacher of prayer, it is important to 
note that the first twenty years of his priestly life, as well as his life as a layman, were as 
much dedicated to making common cause with the poor and disadvantaged as they were to 
spiritual direction. Both pursuits were engaging him simultaneously and were in fact two 
sides of the same coin. I don’t know at exactly what point he formulated the intentions which 
were to govern his whole life as a priest, though they will almost certainly have owed 
something to the inspiration, joy and support which he drew from his friendship (begun in 
1923) with the saintly friar, Father William of Glasshampton (1865-1937), of whom this is 
not the place or time to speak. One can say only that Father William was perhaps the 
strongest personal influence in shaping Gilbert’s ministry in the 1930s.

His move to Poplar in the East End of London in 1932—a borough at that time rife with 
poverty and unemployment, exposed alike to Communism and Fascism and impervious, if 
not actually hostile, to the Church—marked a watershed in his life. There he lived in a single 
poor room, sharing it sometimes with as many as four others and a heap of old boots to be 
issued to those who had none. In a disused public-house he founded the ‘Sydney’, a club for 
working men, which, by the second World War, had become something of a legend in the 
East End. There he championed the rights of its members to fair rents against rapacious 
landlords, making his legal skills freely available, and all the time living among them as a 
friend and brother, rather than as a ‘parson’ or a benevolent ‘toff’.

Indeed, the striking authority which emanated from Father Gilbert may well have owed 
something to this early passion for social justice, to the unglamorous years of toil in the East 
End and the practical works of mercy which he saw as being in some form an acid test of 



3

SLG Press          Convent of the Incarnation, Fairacres, Parker Street, Oxford, OX4 1TB          ww.slgpress.co.uk

genuine discipleship—‘Be doers of the Word and not hearers only’—not least for the earnest 
souls who sought his personal guidance for their devotional life.

You may be wondering, very naturally, what was happening meanwhile to Father 
Gilbert’s wife and family. He was rarely at home, even at the weekends; he no longer 
practised at the Bar and he was earning practically nothing. I can only say, briefly, that 
whatever the strains and financial difficulties which Gilbert’s vocation placed upon their 
marriage, both partners proved equal to the ordeal. In Orthodox tradition, marriage, I believe, 
is understood as a kind of white martyrdom. Gilbert’s uncompromising belief that Christian 
discipleship implied martyrdom had necessarily to be put to the test in his own life, and not 
only in his marriage.

The War put an end to unemployment and, after being twice bombed out in Poplar, Father 
Gilbert, now with somewhat impaired health, served the Church in a variety of specialist 
ways. At no time was he the incumbent of a parish—he had the use of a single room in the 
parish of a priest friend in Southwark—but spiritual depth, as well as the combination of a 
keen and well-stored mind with the exceptional psychic sensitivity already referred to, meant 
that he was able, for example, to exercise in safety a ministry of deliverance for which few 
priests were qualified; to act as father confessor to convents; and to engage in ecumenical 
dialogue at a very deep level, a point to which we shall return. A prayer of his, dating from 
that period in which he was largely ignored by the national Church and knew considerable 
loneliness and frustration, allows us to glimpse the unchanging direction of his interior 
compass:

Heart of Jesus be my peace,
Thy wounded side my home,
Thy broken feet my following,
Thy pierced hands my guiding,
Thy crown of thorns my exceeding rich reward,
Thy cross my daily toil,
Thy kiss the consummation of my bliss.

In 1958, a mutual acquaintance introduced Fr Gilbert to Mother Mary Clare, who by then had 
been Superior of the Sisters of the Love of God for some four years. Mother Mary Clare 
instantly recognised in him a priest whose contemplative quality, wisdom and experience 
made him the very person she needed to help her build up the spiritual resources of her 
Community which, after some years of great difficulty, were at a low ebb. It was as their 
spiritual Father and Warden that in his last six years Gilbert was able to pour out on these 
Sisters so much of what he had learned from God in the course of his life, and to find his own 
vocation coming to fruition. The output of sermons, addresses, and retreats was prodigious, 
while his own identity as prophet, priest and staretz (to use the word of which he himself was 
an embodiment), attained a wonderful harmony and simplicity.

Prophetic Gift

We mentioned earlier that Gilbert grew up in a time of gathering crisis which brought 
apocalyptic consequences on much of the world. This was never again to be followed by a 
period of tranquillity—except perhaps for those entirely blind or indifferent to the signs of the 
times. Gilbert, however, possessed an exceptional power to read them. He made a thorough 
study of many of the political and intellectual currents of his time (including especially 
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Marxist-Leninism), he read continuously and widely. But, like many of the true prophets, he 
saw every instance of human choice between self and God or self and the other—however 
weighty or however trifling the issue—as a crisis, a moment of judgement; and thus he spoke 
continually in crisis terms—these dark times, the crisis in the Church, the world crisis, ‘my 
dear, you are being brought under judgement’. He didn’t exaggerate the importance of such 
choices in themselves, he kept them in proportion, but he wanted them to be recognised for 
what they were: The purpose of crisis, he said, in the providential overruling of world history 
[and in the lives of individuals] is to compel choice and initiate action, not to continue 
diagnosis. Who can say, in retrospect, that he was wrong? It was this which lent such urgency 
to his guidance of souls—always: ‘the axe is laid to the root of the tree’—but also, such hope 
and confidence: ‘When these things come to pass, look up, for your redemption is at hand.’

The intentions already mentioned with which his life was offered to God, and which were 
also the intentions of every Mass he celebrated, were these:

The sanctification of the priesthood—holy men of prayer to guide God’s people to 
holiness.

The care and nurture of contemplatives—men and women in ordinary walks of life, often 
very lonely people—whom he spoke of as lighthouses.

The recovery of the great tradition of contemplative life and prayer—within this process 
he saw religious (and the contemplative communities in particular) as citadels or fortresses in 
the forefront of the battle against evil.

All these intentions combined to serve the strongest intention of all: that humankind, 
drawn to respond to God’s love made known in Jesus Christ should be restored to its original 
beauty in the image and likeness of its Creator. We hear such words from time to time and 
are perhaps used to them but, calmly considered, this over-arching intention is somewhat 
breath-taking. It encompasses the whole of what we mean by creation, redemption and 
sanctification—all that we know of the work of the Trinity. For Gilbert, to live and suffer for 
that end, for which ‘the whole creation is groaning in travail’, was simply his daily lot. And 
for this and his other intentions he did suffer—real poverty, real misunderstanding, real 
hostility—for much of his life.

The conviction that the Church urgently needed contemplative lives (embracing various 
degrees of solitude) followed naturally from this prophetic vision of mankind under 
judgement, because the job of the contemplative as he saw it was to be a watchman in the 
spiritual battle for human souls. Not only such individual lives (lighthouses, which of course 
exist in their myriads, did we but know), but also communities (citadels) dedicated primarily, 
and at best exclusively, to such prayer, to a corporate liturgical discipline based on the 
Eucharist, and a rule of common conduct—these there must also be. A contemplative 
Community should be a home for contemplative prayer, where those praying in the world can 
come for refreshment, renewal and guidance. The lighthouses and the light-seekers alike 
would come to them if the citadels remained faithful to their calling.

Recovery of the Great Tradition

What did Father Gilbert mean by the ‘great tradition’, and why did it have to be recovered? In 
a word, the great tradition is the good news of Jesus Christ, entrusted to the Apostles and 
Evangelists, with the injunction to all who will listen: Be reconciled to God. Simply that. 
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Father Gilbert did not look back to a golden age of Christendom when he said: In the New 
Testament there is progression only in a chronological sense. There is no progression in 
itself. It IS and is to be because He who speaks is Being … The Gospel brings eternity into 
time. Every Eucharist is the realisation of that. So Tradition included everything handed on 
from that incarnational root—the whole of scripture, doctrine, liturgy, sacraments, ascesis, 
the witness of the saints, mystical prayer, pastoral ministry—all the God-given means to the 
great end of which he never lost sight. He taught nothing outside of that Tradition. His 
originality lay not in the content of what he taught, but in where he placed his emphases and 
the authority with which he asserted them. It’s only fair to say that not everyone found those 
emphases attractive, and many in the Church flinched from them. They disliked his stress on 
conflict, on spiritual warfare and on martyrdom. But he could only teach what he knew. He 
had authentic knowledge of the ‘terror of the Lord’ as well as of the riches of his love, and he 
simply could not deliver his message without urgency. His tone was that of St John in the 
Epistles: ‘That which we have seen and heard declare we unto you.’ It was not a natural 
preference for what was most difficult that drew him to master the controversies of the early 
centuries and their outcome in the ecumenical Councils of the patristic age; or to the desert 
tradition of solitary combat with the powers of evil, and to Cassian its greatest exponent. At 
every level the Holy Spirit was equipping him for his work in the Church, a work of prophecy 
and wisdom, rather than of mere scholarship or intellectual endeavour.

Recovery for him meant the unitary understanding of the life of prayer, as an extension 
within time of the timeless mystery of Redemption, and this he found in the spiritual masters 
of East and West alike; above all perhaps in St Teresa of Avila and St John of the Cross. 
Listen to those who speak out of knowledge, he would say, they are the ones worth listening 
to. It was because he saw that ecclesial and formal unity could not be recovered by patching 
the rents in the body of Christ, but only by recognising and confronting the evil powers bent 
on maintaining the separation by which Christians wound that Body and enfeeble its witness 
to the world, that he laid such stress upon purification, conversion and perseverance. Where 
mind and heart are at one in the unitive prayer which is the climax of God’s work in the soul, 
and in fact its normal development, there unity is already given, and the lovers of God meet 
under His banner. In their prayer they draw with them those whom they bring on their hearts 
to the Father. Intercessors are not people with long lists, but those who persevere in standing 
at the foot of the Cross, for the sake of the world.

Father Gregory CSWG, Superior of the Anglican monastic Community in whose 
foundation and training Father Gilbert played no small part, has shown in an essay written for 
the twenty-fifth anniversary of his death, how Father Gilbert was able to recognise that the 
mystical traditions of East and West not only come from a common source, but despite 
differences of emphasis and articulation, remain inherently one and the same. At a time when 
(in the nineteen fifties and sixties) there was a flowering of new editions and translations of 
the Fathers and of the spiritual classics, the beginning of a kind of convergence of many 
strands of tradition, Father Gilbert could bring to inter-Christian dialogue that mature, many-
dimensional understanding of Tradition as a whole, which was likewise never absent from his 
discourse or his counsel, however personal and particular the matter might be. Shameful and 
abhorrent as the deviations and betrayals of Christendom have been throughout two thousand 
years, the recreating work of the Son of God can never be undone, the abiding presence of the 
Holy Spirit will never be withdrawn, and, as he continually insisted, God never leaves 
Himself without witnesses. In this sense, Father Gilbert was one of the great ecumenists of his 
time.
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As a Western Christian and priest of the Anglican Church he was perfectly clear about the 
weaknesses of his own tradition (even while in himself he manifested many of its strengths). 
He had no illusions about the accommodation of the Church of England and of other 
Churches to the secular status quo, or about their neglect of the commandment to love God 
and neighbour. He doubted their fitness to stand fast in the battle of the mind which had 
already begun and was being waged on many fronts and in many undercover ways 
throughout the world. But despite a forthright mode of expression and a certain combative 
strain in his character, he was never anything but loyal to the Church of his baptism and 
obedient to its hierarchy whose authority he accepted. He didn’t waste time in destructive 
criticism and he shunned, as an instrument of the Father of lies, anything like accusation of 
the brethren. At the level of ecumenical dialogue he was able to steer clear of polemic, of 
confessional claims and counter-claims. He had learned, in his own words‚ to seek for points 
of unity and stand on those rather than on principles.

Personal Direction in the Life of Prayer

Not much time remains to speak about Gilbert’s way of personal direction, both corporate 
and individual. Perhaps one of his own definitions sums it up best:

Direction is the art of guiding souls so that they shall respond most readily to their 
graces. … It implies a settled relationship between director and directed, not merely 
by way of giving and seeking advice, which would leave open the private judgement of 
the one directed, but rather a relationship resulting from prayer and careful search in 
which the soul has found the guide upon whom it feels it can depend. Being sure of 
this, the soul has adopted the avowed intention of obeying the counsels of that friend.

Here is the characteristic stress upon God’s initiative and the soul’s response. The guide 
is the one who sees where the Holy Spirit is leading and gives the encouragement to follow 
Him. He exercises no power other than that submission. Never try to get ahead of the Holy 
Spirit. But here too his view didn’t contract to focus only on the individual. No one’s 
religious devotion was allowed, if his influence prevailed, to dwindle into self-centred piety, 
obsession with the cult or the outward trappings of religion. A contemplative, he might say, is 
sometimes like a poached egg, can’t see beyond its own bit of toast. The soul he was guiding 
would soon learn that he or she was being enlisted in a spiritual army where what mattered 
was vigilance, renewal of the mind, faithfulness, self-loss. To a community he would say: 
‘We are not here to make a decent job of things. We are here to be His witnesses. … The 
white martyrdom of suffering the contradictions of disobedience is the typical Christian life.’ 
The challenge, however strongly or however gently and humorously put, was always to move 
on, to go further. If your job is climbing, you must climb. There is no discharge in the warfare 
of the spirit. Always he reminded people of their freedom of choice: We can choose to gather
with Christ or to scatter with the enemy. We can choose (in the long term) whether to burn 
with a clear steady flame for the glory of God or to splutter out in our own fat grease.

Here is a somewhat longer extract from a Sunday afternoon recreation … which turned 
into a conference.

To be a contemplative doesn’t necessarily mean being in a contemplative community; 
but you have been called specifically to that; and it is something which is brought out 
by the Carmelites perhaps even more than by St Benedict. You are called to that 
balance of contemplative prayer and contemplative life which looks to the flower, at 
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least, of unitive prayer in this world, and that is what you have to show forth in 
speech, conduct and writing. … It calls for the presence of conversion in the 
wholeness of consecration, the full understanding of what we mean by virginity, the 
bringing in of the heavenly view. That is the angelic life you are called to lead in this 
world. … So you must be careful that all your prayer, right from the beginning, 
should look to the End.

You are to flower into the life of union; that is your right in a sense, and we would 
fail you if we did not teach you that it is so, and did not help you to fulfil it. Here is 
where the work of the priest comes in. … In Confession the priest has to help you to 
see yourself in the light of God. A confession in which you don’t see yourself in the 
light of God is not worth making; it is only what you think about your silly self. A wise 
confessor will take it to pieces and ask you: Why? It is all part of the one thing. ...

In your relationships with the world that is passing away your witness should be 
to true conversion. It is not just a question of how much you want to help people, of 
how easy it is to talk, but it is the overflow of the life that you are living in your 
intimacy with our blessed Lord that is the real point. We do not speak much of the 
Bride of Christ, but it is the word of the Bride of Christ that is worth listening to. The 
interesting person, the stimulating conversation—well, the world can give that.

It will be already clear that prayer, in Father Gilbert’s understanding, could never be 
sought for subjective reasons. Anyone who simply wanted a richer and more satisfying 
devotional life would either have to get help from someone else, or be ready to change their 
objective. The mystical prayer of which he had knowledge was something that could only be 
prepared for by a long practice of ascetic discipline, penetrating to the unconscious levels. 
Prayer is only prayer when it becomes the whole person. That is to say, the whole of life, its 
relationships, its use of memory and imagination, its energies, above all the activity of 
understanding, affection and will are to be offered for radical transformation. He used the 
classical western terminology of the three ways: purgation, illumination and union, to identify 
terrains of spirit which, though each characteristic of a certain stage of growth, could recur at 
any point on the journey. In this he was in no way original, but his cosmic vision and his 
often agonised awareness of human alienation from God enabled him to see prayer—the 
dialogue of love’s response to love—as the most direct means of entering into Christ’s work 
of reconciliation by bringing our own small, twisted hearts into harmony with the boundless 
love of the divine heart and the boundless energy of his will for the healing and hallowing of 
the entire creation.

It is not the purpose of this talk to map out a spiritual journey whose contours will be 
familiar to everyone present. Father Gilbert’s guidance is on record in an archive of many 
hundreds of pages, little of which has yet been published. All we can do here is lift the lid of 
the box and point out a few of the tools which the contemplative must learn to use if he is to 
become in this craft, a fellow-worker with God. In Gilbert’s view such tools were as 
indispensable to those who had been led to the Spiritual Espousals as to those who would 
regard themselves as the merest beginners in prayer. The veracity, the truth of our prayer, can 
only be tested by the level of our purgation. And purgation, both of sense and of spirit, is 
what we shall need till the end of our days to set us free to love as God loves, and to allow his 
divine energies free course in all the channels of our nature. So, for instance, renewal of the 
mind through lectio divina, brooding on the words of scripture, recollection round a point of 
truth could not be relaxed, however familiar the Bible might have become; Obedience which 
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both expresses and strengthens the re-direction of desire to choose God rather than self is 
enabled by the steady rhythm of surrender and response in which our loving conversation 
with God is maintained. The purpose of spiritual reading is not to lay up intellectual riches, 
but to increase desire for the knowledge which only God can give. The further we are being 
led towards the marriage feast, and the more we are emptied of the useless clutter of passions, 
the greater our need for the fullness of mind in which we can see the world behind, around 
and before us in the light of God.

Gilbert believed that vigilance in these things would remain necessary throughout a 
person’s lifetime, even when many of them had become habitual and brought with them 
much freedom and spontaneity. These are the disciplines, inspired by love, which help the 
seeker to hold his or her course among the many kinds of deviant mysticism, watery 
spirituality, and psychological substitutes for discipleship, which are as much on offer today 
as they were in the early Church. By these and other means our human endowments of love, 
understanding and will, reach their full potential. For a religious community, Gilbert regarded 
the Rule as the means par excellence whereby the microcosmic life of the individual is 
reconstituted (not conditioned) in the order of mutual service and respect, making it totally 
available to God. He spoke often of the heightened dangers that beset anyone who has 
reached a level of contemplation where the Holy Spirit’s action has superseded the ascetic 
striving of the person, and prayer is more receptive and less arduous. Like St Teresa of Avila 
and St Seraphim of Sarov, when asked why so few sincere souls attained the prayer of 
mystical union, he would answer: through lack of perseverance. The danger of settling down 
in the plains of Moab, that is to say, in a cosy state of devotion and ease of outward 
observance, was the temptation to think one has done enough, or can at least play around to 
satisfy the desires and aptitudes of self, which the rigour of the night of sense had kept under. 
Should this happen, The devil will shortly let such a one fall into sin and shake that idle 
complacency! This kind of observation was characteristic of Gilbert, and by no means as 
discouraging as it may sound. At his most serious he liked to make us laugh, and he rarely 
intimated that he was speaking only to those whose prayer life was fully developed and 
whose virtue was unassailable. The tools of our trade were to be the same whether one was a 
humble apprentice or a master of the craft.

There was always enormous encouragement to move on, to start afresh. Penitence, 
renewal and conversion were possible at any minute. ‘Sorry, God, failed again; help me to do 
better next time!’ He liked to say that if you fell off the spiritual ladder you would be picked 
up and put back on the same rung where you fell off, not on the bottom rung. There could be 
no going back unless you drifted into living only for this life and what it has to offer, ending 
with death. To do so would be nothing less than tragic, for what God offers us is not an 
enhanced life as the reward for a lot of grind and discipline, but transfiguration of our whole 
created nature in preparation for an eternity of love, such as we have no words to describe, in 
the Kingdom of the Blessed Trinity. Discipline and self-denial are only a trifle of the cost of 
that, for suffering does not diminish but actually increases as our vision is purified; the 
rending knowledge of separation and sin goes hand in hand with the increase of love and 
longing for God. Father Gilbert warned, with all those who speak out of knowledge, that 
union is inevitably preceded by dereliction, for all those who seek that union can only attain it 
by walking in the Way of the Cross. It is thus that we become witnesses, however fragile, 
from our place within the throes of human distress, global anxiety and the tribulations of a 
society which has no unity of purpose. Our part is not to ameliorate (though what we can do 
we must do), but to become one with the Prayer of Christ.
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On the Feast of the Transfiguration 1967 Father Gilbert celebrated the Eucharist for the last 
time and preached his last homily in our Chapel. Afterwards he walked slowly out of the 
sacristy, a decidedly weary, stooped old man. ‘You know’, he said, ‘this is a strange season 
of the year when the kings go out on campaigns to do battle with each other … and you feel 
the weight of it, my dear.’ Six days later, he had the first of two heart attacks, and on the 
eighteenth of August he died. For two or three days his body lay in St Columba, his half of 
the little bungalow in our convent grounds. He was fully vested in white linen and a white 
and gold chasuble. In his hands were the little silver paten and chalice which he used for 
administering sick communions. It was a sight one does not forget; not only did he look 
majestic and beautiful, but his whole frame, and especially his face, radiated light, peace and 
fulfilment to such a degree that even the candles around the bier seemed faint and dim. 
Remembering his cryptic words at the door of the sacristy, I thought of how, after the great 
battle of the kings in the Vale of Siddim, Melchizedek, King of Salem, ‘brought forth bread 
and wine, and he was the priest of the most high God’. Allowing for some confusion of 
thought and feeling, what I seemed to see was the totally recollected, totally receptive servant 
of God, ordained to bring the peace-making elements of the broken body and the spilt blood 
into the heart of the battle. And what I and others glimpsed was the consummation of one 
who in life was a sacrifice of love, and in death a king of peace.

One of the letters which flowed into the convent when he died was from the then Bishop 
Antony Bloom who wrote:

I am distressed for his spiritual children … especially as I think there is no one in the 
Anglican Church, in fact perhaps in any Church, not only of his quality but of his line 
of thought. …

There never was any prospect that one person would do justice in one talk to the memory 
and the legacy of Gilbert Shaw—‘the greatest priest’, the same Archbishop Antony has said,
‘that I have known in any tradition of the Church’. I hope that in touching only upon certain 
aspects of his ‘line of thought’ which are not much in evidence in spirituality today, I have 
not distorted what was really the very simple message of a humble man, unshakeable in his 
love and service of God, unwearied in his care for souls.


