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Sister Eileen Mary begins this study by disputing the assump-
tion that the writings of St John of the Cross are fiercely world-
and life-denying: he does indeed challenge us by asking, ‘How
much do you want God? How much do you want to live from
your true self?’, but if we respond with strong desire and good
courage, the lifelong way of conversion to which he points us
will not destroy our humanity, it will reveal and enlarge it. The
Ascent of Mount Carmel and The Dark Night of the Soul are
seen to describe what is likely to happen when we invite and
allow God to take the initiative in our life and prayer—we will
almost certainly find him unexpected and surprising, and
St John of the Cross can help us not to be dismayed by this.

Sister Eileen Mary is aware that St John and St Teresa
inhabited a thought-world different from our own (it did not,
for instance, take into account the unconscious as such), but
she insists also that no merely cultural or social factors can affect
our fundamental human condition as pilgrims, however that
condition may be interpreted. For her this has been strikingly
demonstrated by the correspondence she sees between the
pattern which emerges in St Teresa’s Interior Castle and the
ancient Chinese philosophy of I-Ching. She develops the
symbolism she finds there to bring out the mysterious interplay
of material and spiritual in the Church’s life and liturgy, within
whose rhythms the Christian moves towards full possession of
what he has already received in baptism.
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COMMUNITY NOTES

Christmas is about solidarity. Archbishop Antony Bloom has
said: ‘If we want to understand prayer, we have to become one
with the total reality of mankind, in the destiny of man and
that of the world. We have to take on the whole of it. This is
the essential act that God brought about in the Incarnation, and
it is the widest aspect of that which we call intercession . . . [it]
consists in taking the step that will carry us to the heart of a
tragic situation, and that step has the same quality as that of
Christ, when he took the step that made him man, once and
for all.’

In this extract from Prayer in a Secular World the Archbishop
is considering the practical implications for praying Christians
of affirming that our God is truly man and one with us in
‘a (tragic) situation from which we can never get out’. Too
often we trivialize the tremendous doctrine of the Word made
flesh by clinging to the misplaced assumption that ‘therefore
everything will be all right’~meaning all right in terms which we
recognize as such. And when it manifestly is not so, our faith
founders. In a homily preached at Midnight Mass of 1966,
Fr Gilbert Shaw said: ‘True peace is to be found in the centre of
the storm as we hold the tension to the divine healing that
peace may come; for the Christmas message is not an idealism
but a way of reconciliation . . . that is our life’s work, not to be
pulled about by the tensions but to hold them to the centre of
peace, knowing and enduring the suffering, that nothing but
God’s peace should remain.” Ever since Hiroshima we have lived
with the possibility, expressed in the Second Vatican Council’s
Constitution on the Church in the Modern World, that ‘in spite
of all the wonders of modern science, humanity . . . may be
brought to the point that the only peace it will know will be the
dread peace of death’, and this is currently underlined by the
widespread anti-nuclear protests accompanying the deployment
of American missiles in Europe. In such a situation prayer is
valid not as a last-ditch hope when all else fails, nor as a mus-
tering of the forces of light to quell the powers of darkness by
compulsion. The human heart can never be converted by any-
thing other than the free will of its owner; and unless and until
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we deliberately choose to turn to God and away from mutual
global destruction, he will not—cannot by his nature—make us
do so. This is a fact of love which we have to believe and hold
on to, part of the tension we must suffer without being able to
resolve it. Such readiness to know in ourselves the pain and
bewilderment of the human condition is part of what consti-
tutes prayer. We offer to God our consciousness, to bear the
weight of personal awareness that as human beings we are
capable of suicidal bomb attacks and massacres in churches—but
also of acts of unselfish heroism on a large and small scale. The
world is unsafe and being rapidly despoiled, but it is beautiful
and well worth living in; and however inhumanly we behave
towards each other as individuals or as socleties, we must
believe that because God has ‘taken the step that made him man
once for all’ no one of us is ultimately irredeemable. Praying
about all this means not simply washing our hands of the prob-
lem and passing it on to God as ‘too difficult’, but living with
the consequences of confusion and contradiction—those within
ourselves as well as between ourselves—and continuing to affirm
God in the midst of it all.

November is the time of year when the Church focuses our
attention on commemoration of the departed. It contains All
Souls’ Day and Remembrance Sunday, both times of corporate
recognition that as Christians we can claim hope in the midst of
despair, and that by death ‘life is changed, not taken away.’
While we cannot evade or alleviate the anguish of parting and
bereavement, the intensity of these experiences is itself evidence
that what is essential in human relationships lasts beyond the
brief togetherness we know in our lifetime. Holding the tension
of mortality and immortality is hard, because instinctively we
regret the change and decay which are conditions of life as we
know it; but if we really believe that ‘this is eternal life, that
they know thee the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom thou
hast sent’ (John 17:3), then we can be open to recognize and
proclaim that God’s love and salvation is around and among us
here and now. As St Paul says, writing to the Romans, ‘For I am
sure that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor principalities,
nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor height,
nor depth, nor any thing else in all the creation, will be able to
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separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord’ (8:38).

The Community was shocked and saddened by the sudden
death on October 4th of Fr George Sidebotham CR, who had
been chaplain at Bede House for fifteen months. We are grateful
to have come to a closer friendship with him and with the
Community of the Resurrection through his life and dying at
Bede House, and we miss him very much.

On September 6th Sister Adrian was blessed and admitted to
the office of Novice Mistress which Sister Barbara June had held
for over six years. Sister Alison Kathleen made her Profession
in annual vows on July 25th and Rosemary joined us as a
Postulant on All Saints’ Day. Three Oblate Sisters have made
their annual promises: Mary John on July 24th, Joan on August
15th, and Diana on November 1st. Jane was admitted as a
Novice Oblate on August 6th.

After nearly four years of living alongside the Sisters of
Emmanuel at Bafut in Cameroon, Sister Margaret Clare returned
to England in July and has now settled back at Fairacres.

Sister Eileen Mary has been allowed to join the Columbanus
Community of Reconciliation for three years, and we ask you
to pray for this international and interdenominational venture
in Belfast. A group of six founder members, under the leader-
ship of Fr Michael Hurley SJj, have been preparing during the
last eighteen months for their life together which began offici-
ally on November 23rd, the Feast of St Columbanus, with an
opening service and reception at their house in Antrim Road.

Finally, in wishing you every blessing for Christmas and 1984,
I will end with another extract from the homily by Fr Gilbert
from which I have already quoted: ‘What is necessary is the
patience of love. Prayer then becomes activity as in the quiet
stable of Bethlehem. God loves, desiring that every moment of
man’s growth should be towards him; he asks us to let him grow
in us, to let him make us peacegivers. But without peace in our-
selves we cannot be channels of his peace. Peace in us means the
death of passion, the quality of true perception, a complete
willingness to will whatever God wills.’

MOTHER SLG



THE INCARNATION OF THE ETERNAL WORD
SISTER HILDA FRANCES SLG

THE INCARNATION of the eternal Word is not primarily a witness
to the senses and intelligence of men, though because man isa
unity, the human nature of the Word does necessarily become
such a witness. The Word made himself to be in actuality, one
with all mankind from the beginning to the end. Spiritually
there was a unity already—the Lamb was slain from the founda-
tion of the world, and in him was the life, the light of men. It is
this presence of the creator Word of which the mystics of the
pre-Christian world are dimly aware, just as it is a dim awareness
of his character which makes the pre-Christian moral sense, the
natural law.

A completely new order was to come about now. Everything
in its every aspect was to be brought back to God by the actual
permeation of everything by the being of God the Word. This
he did not by way of the infinitely great but by way of the
infinitely small. He comes behind, and beneath, and within all
human experience; his way is narrowed down, down, down, to a
point utterly beyond our sight; we may speak of the Virgin’s
womb and of the manger, but what that represents to God who
made all that is, we cannot begin to guess. Even the wonder of
it was not present to those who saw it, for the most part—there
was just a peasant girl and her baby.

He came, not to show to men an external manifestation of
God but the way to the knowledge of God as he is, and the way
is the way of union with himself. And we have to find our way
to the union by going down and down—the perfect oneness of
our whole being with his must begin at the very bottom. We can
find a partial union at stages farther up, but it cannot be com-
pleted, there will still be gaps and tangles. We cannot find our
own way to the very bottom but he will take us there if we
really want it. Quietly, obscurely, everything is unravelled,
shown for what it is, taken away; in an ever-growing darkness
and helplessness, surrendermg what we did not know we had or
were, we go down and down. It is very easy to imagine that the
bottom has been reached when it is still very far away. Our
only business is to give and give, with both hands, without a
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thought of ourselves or of our plight—nothing left but himself,
out of sight, ourselves unconscious even that we are trusting him.

Those who are brought to the very roots of the world tree are
made to be one being with the incarnate Word, they grow up
into the light within himself. That he might bring us to God:
that is the purpose of the Incarnation, and the Epiphany
must be an unveiling to the whole man, an entering into every
particle. This is the mystery of God, the unfathomable hidden
purpose, working itself out within the very fabric of humanity,
by the surrender and union of particular persons bringing their
whole to him.

The wonderful obedience of the incarnate life of which we can
never think enough, by which we were saved and set free, is
only the embodiment, the sacrament of that which already was.
It did its infinite, eternal work in an infinitesimally small spot
of time and space within creation, but creation was itself its
work. God made the worlds through and by his Word, and that
Word is the person of the eternal Son, so that creation came
about by obedience given in love. It is not merely the manifes-
tation of an energy of love pouring itself forth, but of an energy
created by a relationship. The deepest glimpse we are given into
the beginnings of things shows us there already the limitless
fruitfulness of a perfect co-operation.

Our deepest union with the incarnate Word comes about as
we yield ourselves to him at the deepest most hidden point of
our humiliation and his. As he himself in the manger, in the
workshop, in Gethsemane, on the cross, within the holy
sepulchre, is able to gather our wills wholly into his own, he
can carry us back beyond the life of sense into the original
union with the eternal love. His will and ours within it makes
the timeless surrender out of which is struck the spark of all
being. Man becomes in him a partner in the timeless work of
creation; he can by the complete denial of his own will become
creative, with a power that is indeed never his own and yet
reaches beyond all visible limitations.

This must be something of the secret of intercession, depen-
ding immeasurably more upon the purity of our surrender, than
upon our knowledge of the needs for which we pray or our
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understanding of what we are doing. The simplest and blindest
surrender of faith, working by love, is the whole secret.

What God wills for us is something more than vision, it is a
communion for which nothing in time and space can really
supply a metaphor: that we may evermore dwell in him and he
in us, the very being of each completely, at every point on every
plane, penetrated by the other . . .

The beatific vision will thus be the knowledge that lover has
of lover brought to infinite perfection and fulfilment. In human
relationships, the fuller and more selfless the love, the richer the
intuitive knowledge, and in a developed and balanced personality
such love and knowledge deepen and enrich the whole being—
intellect, imagination and moral purpose. In choosing to show
himself to us as love, God has bidden us understand our relation
to him and our destiny in him in such terms. His Incarnation is
not simply a representation of the divine character which our
understanding can grasp, nor even simply, a means by which he
enters human life so as to heal and reshape it from within. Our
Lord’s adorable manhood can be known by each of us uniquely,
in the perfect communion of persons who love one another.

The human life of the incarnate Word was in absolute perfec-
tion this life of unbroken communion, responding to the
timeless Love with all his human powers, which grew therefore
from innocence to maturity in what should be the ‘normal’
development of a person. The life in grace is the life of a human
person enclosed in that divine Person to whom it has committed
itself in response to his invitation—it is in him and he in it. So
his whole being can draw the whole being of his servant into
that conformity with him for which it was created in love.

On our side it is a life of continually willed and chosen
abandonment of self and choosing of him . . .

The foregoing is the substance of a meditation written by Sister
Hilda Frances SLG shortly before ber death in December 1958.



THE TREATMENT OF DISTRACTIONS
in Zen and The Cloud of Unknowing

ROBERT LLEWELYN

I WANT TO explore the areas of similarity and difference in the
way of prayer set out in The Cloud of Unknowing and the
system of meditation taught in Zen Buddhism. This is a subject
which has teased and fascinated me for a number of years, not
as an intellectual conundrum to be solved for its own sake, as
you might solve a chess problem or a cross-word puzzle, but
because of its practical value, having, as I believe, an important
bearing on the manner we are to proceed in prayer. Several
years ago I found myself taking part in what was called a Zen
workshop; and this brief experience led later to a Zen Buddhist
retreat conducted by two Buddhist monks. Here was the chance
for practical endeavour under supervision in Zen meditation or
Za-Zen as it is called (Za: sitting, Zen: meditation) which has
helped to clarify my understanding of books on the subject read
before and since.

Involuntary distraction an agent of bealing

My comparison between the Cloud and Zen concerns their
respective teachings on distraction in prayer, namely, what we
are to do with these involuntary distractions with which we are
so well familiar; and yet more importantly what, under the
influence of the Holy Spirit, they are doing to us. I believe that
far too little attention has been paid in the Christian tradition
to involuntary distraction, and that it has generally been
regarded too negatively, as being something of a nuisance, albeit
an unavoidable nuisance, and so something which must be
simply put up with and endured. The most common remark
made in spiritual writings about distractions is to the effect that
if they are ignored, they won’t do us any harm. My own view
has long been reinforced by my brief experience of Zen, that
involuntary distractions are to be seen as agents of healing, and
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so they are to be welcomed but not, of course, sought. For if
they were sought, we would have a contradiction of language,
since a sought distraction is no longer an involuntary one.
Involuntary distractions like dreams come unsought, and like
dreams they are, I believe, a part of nature’s way of healing the
psyche. If you say God’s way, I have no quarrel, for does not
God work through nature? Of dreams Professor J.A.Hadfield
has said that they are to be seen as a part of the drive of the
psyche towards wholeness, and he takes the view that every
dream, whether pleasant or unpleasant, whether remembered or
forgotten, whether interpreted or not, is there for our healing.
So, too, I see involuntary distractions not as unwelcome
intruders into prayer about which we should feel guilty as
though we had not properly done our part, but as agents of
healing, enabling us to become more complete and integrated
people in Christ.

The cloud of unknowing

It will be best to begin our inquiry by turning to The Cloud
of Unknowing and setting out—it can only be in stark
brevity—the heart of its teaching on prayer. The sentences
which follow are taken from the Cloud, but they are not neces-
sarily consecutive in the book, nor in chronological order.

Lift up your heart to God with humble love, and mean God and not
what you get out of him. Hate to think of anything but God himself so
that nothing occupies your mind or will but only God. Try to forget all
created things. Let them go and pay no attention to them. Do not give
up but work away. When you begin you find only darkness and a cloud
of unknowing. Reconcile yourself to wait in this darkness as long as is
necessary, but go on longing after him you love, Strike that thick cloud
of unknowing with the sharp dart of longing love, and on no account
think of giving up. You are to reach out with a naked intention directed
towards God and him alone. Mean God, who created you, and bought
you, and graciously called you to this state of life. Let some such word
as ‘God’ or ‘love’ or some other word given to you be fixed to your
heart so that it is always there, come what may. It will be your shield
and spear in peace and war alike. If God leads you to certain words, my
advice is not to let them go, that is, if you are using words at all in your
prayer. Should any thought arise and intrude itself in the darkness,
asking what you are seeking, and what you are wanting, answer that it
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is God you want: ‘Him 1 covet, him I seek, and him alone’.

Just as this cloud of unknowing is, as it were, above you and
between you and God, so you must put a cloud of forgetting between
you and all creation. Everything must be hidden under this cloud of
forgetting. Indeed, if we may say so reverently, when we are engaged on
this work, it profits little or nothing to think even of God’s kindness or
worth, or of our Lady, or of the saints and angels, or of the joys of
heaven. It may be good sometimes to think particularly about God’s
kindness and worth; yet in the work before us, it must be put down and
covered with the cloud of forgetting.

When you have done all you can to make the proper amendment laid
down by Holy Church, then get to work quick sharp. If memories of
your past actions keep coming between you and God, or any new
thought or sinful impulse, you are resolutely to step over them because
of your deep love for God. Try to cover them with the thick cloud of for-
getting, And if itisreally hard work, you can use every dodge, scheme and
spiritual stratagem you can find to put them away. Do everything youcan
to act as if you did not know that these thoughts were strongly pushing
in between vou and God. Try to look over their shoulders, seeing
something else which is God, shrouded in the cloud of unknowing.
Because the author has the gift of expressing himself con-

cisely and clearly, only the briefest commentary is necessary. In
the silence we are to reach out to God in faith with the naked
intent of the will, lovingly and generously, and we are to mean
God and go on meaning God, using, if it will help, a word such as
‘God’ or ‘love’, or a short sentence, to act as a focal point to our
endeavours. Moreover, it is stressed that we shall persevere. The
passage suggests that there will be rough and difficult times
when we shall be tempted to give up. But we are to go on,
resolute in will, paying no attention to our feelings, which, if
they had their way, would take us to some easier task. There
will be darkness, yes. But we are to reconcile ourselves to wait in
that darkness as long as is necessary, and on no account to think
of giving up. In this darkness we are to reach out in will and
intent towards God, who is shrouded in a ‘cloud of unknowing’.

The cloud of forgetting
But it is on the other cloud that I want to concentrate. For
the Cloud author presents his teaching under two major images,

the cloud of unknowing and the cloud of forgetting: “You must
put a cloud of forgetting between you and all creation . .. Try
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to forget all created things...Try to cover (all intruding
thoughts) with the thick cloud of forgetting.’

The vigour of the language in this matter of forgetting has
often bothered me. But the above instructions are mild com-
pared with others to be found in the Cloud. In chapter seven we
are told, for example, that if a thought intrudes in the time of
prayer, we are to say to it, ‘Get down’ and to trample on it for
the love of God. In chapter eight we read, “You are to suppress
these insidious thoughts’. Chapter nine tells us to put down all
reflections, holy though they may be. In chapter ten we are
warned that a thought may be sin if not quickly put down. And
in chapter thirty-one, most strongly of all, we read that we are
to trample past memories underfoot, and as often as they come
up, we are to push them down.

I am uneasy about this language on two counts. It is not
simply that I have to ask myself whether it is possible to do
what the writer urges upon us, but that I need to go on to ask
whether, even if it were possible, it is desirable.

Turning to the first question, some will say it will be quite
impossible to prevent thoughts, fantasies, memories from
entering the mind in prayer, and that once they have entered,
they cannot by an act of will be dispelled. Put in an absolute
way like that, I would agree and there is plenty in the Cloud to
show that the author would agree, too. The most he expects is
control, and I suppose we should all agree it is possible to
exercise some measure of control over the stream of conscious-
ness which sweeps across the mind. But my real difficulty is
deeper. To what extent is this suppression of thought desirable?
Psychologically speaking, is it a healthy thing? If the author had
been living today, would he have modified his language? If, for
example, I have a fear lurking below consciousness, and in the
silence it steals into the mind, as it well may, is it best that I
should try to suppress it? In going to prayer I have put myself
into God’s hands, and may it not be that this fear, at the touch
of the Holy Spirit, is now presenting itself for healing? May not
detachment and release be a better attitude than suppression?
Or if I have a buried resentment which presents itself in the
silence, am I to try to push it back to the place from whence it
came? May this not be part of what Jung calls my shadow self,
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that darker side of my nature, which I do not like, and take
pains perhaps to conceal from others?—I may not even care to
reveal it to myself. Being painful, it has to be kept down,
unrecognized, unfaced, and, it follows, unhealed. Is not this
then the chance for a lirtle healing to take place, when the
unconscious may yield up a little bit of its riches to be integrated
with the conscious mind, to the enlargement and enrichment of
the whole man?

The teaching of Zen

With thoughts such as these in mind, I want to turn to the
teaching of Zen, and then return to The Cloud of Unknowing,
for the Cloud and Zen have a large measure of accord in their
answers to the questions I have raised.

Zen, like Christianity, is a system which governs the whole of
man’s life~walking, working, eating, sleeping and so on—and we
must make it clear at the outset that it is only Za-Zen, the Zen
of silent meditation, of which we are here speaking. At the Zen
retreat we were taught how to proceed in our meditation
sessions. First we were instructed in the matter of posture—
assumed in rows, facing one or another of the walls of the
meditation hall, a few feet from the wall-an immensely
important part of the whole process, and one which is too often
lost sight of in the West. There is not time to deal with this here,
nor is it strictly relevant to our enquiry. What is relevant now is
how we were to proceed once we had taken up our posture,
with eyes open to assist the mind to remain alert. Not all Zen
teachers insist on the eyes being open, but that is the general
practice.

As we faced the wall, our Roshi, or teacher, would say:
‘Holding to the posture in which you have been instructed’, the
basis of which is the straight back whether in the lotus position,
or sitting on a prayer stool, or on your heels, or sitting in an
upright chair, ‘let your mind settle down of its own accord; do
not try to think; and do not try not to think.” These last words
were the important ones which were impressed upon us again
and again. There were also corresponding phrases which applied
to the various senses, channels through which thoughts and
imaginations might come into the mind. Thus at one stage a
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plane flew overhead, and the Roshi said, ‘Do not try to hear,
and do not try not to hear.” Some might be trying to pick out
patterns from the wall they were facing—ideally it should be
plain, but this one was papered—and he would say, ‘Do not try
to see, and do not try not to see.” Was there a scent of flowers?
‘Do not try to smell, and do not try not to smell.” As some
suffered considerable discomfort from the posture taken up, he
advised, “You are to pass through the pain, do not try to feel it,
and do not try not to feel it.” The opposing negatives of these
sentences need a good deal of pondering upon, and working out
at the level of meditation practice, if we are to understand them
properly. ‘Do not try to think’ is, of course, very different from
‘Try not to think’. And ‘Do not try not to think’ is again quite
different from ‘Try to think’. What happens is that as soon as
you find yourself following a thought, this may not be immedi-
ately apparent, you check yourself from intentionally putting
any mental energy into pursuing that train of thought. It
doesn’t matter if it continues, it very likely will, but you are not
deliberately energizing it. And as soon as you find yourself
trying not to think a thought, once again you check yourself
from energizing this attempt at non-thinking. One is rather like
a tight-rope walker, living in a very delicate state of balance.

Two dlustrations

Let me give two illustrations that may be helpful. Have
before you the example of a thermostat such as may be on your
boiler system at home. The current is on and the water is
heating. The system is set so that when the water reaches eighty
degrees, the current is switched off. The water now cools down
to perhaps seventy degrees, when the current automatically
comes on. Again the water heats up, and then cools, and so on,
a fairly even temperature being maintained. These two extremes
of eighty and seventy could be brought much closer, say
seventy-six and seventy-five, and then the clicking is much more
frequent. It seems to me that in Zen meditation, we were not
too unlike that thermostat, whatever the settings might be.

Or imagine a heavy flywheel rotating freely, no power being
attached to it. The rotating wheel represents the flow of
thoughts continually passing through the mind. In Zen we are
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to allow that flywheel to settle down of its own accord. Our
first rule is not to try to think, for if we do, we make the
flywheel go faster. Our second rule is ‘Do not try not to think.’
It might be thought that in trying not to think we are putting a
brake on the wheel and so helping it to come to rest. But that is
not so. We would here too be expending thought energy—in
the first case in the direction of thinking, and in the second
case in the direction of not thinking, which equally makes the
wheel go faster. So if we find ourselves trying not to think, we
are to withdraw mental energy from that too. Either way, we
are to let the wheel lose its momentum on its own. Until that
happens there may be thoughts and memories in the mind, but
that is not to bother us. We are just to go on patiently and
resolutely with our sitting, and allow the mind to come to rest
when it will. With regard to these thoughts then, we are not to
run away from them and not to encourage them, not to develop
them, and not to repress them. Zen puts it briefly by saying,
‘You are to watch your thoughts but not to follow them’, an
easy sentence toremember, but a difficult and delicate operation
to perform. ‘Do not be afraid of the thoughts which come
unsought into your mind,” our Roshi would say, ‘let them
ascend to the Lord of the Temple’—words reminiscent of a
writer on the Jesus prayer: ‘Let your thoughts be absorbed in
the holy name of Jesus.’

The following simple illustration which was given at the Zen
workshop has helped me greatly. You are to picture yourself on
a bridge which spans a river. You are looking over the side of
the bridge, straight down into the water which flows below.
Empty boats are drifting down the river and these represent the
distractive thoughts which may come into the mind during
prayer. They pass under the bridge, and as they pass you are to
watch them. But you are to resist the temptation to jump on
board. Not suppression, not flight, but a gentle act of
detachment. In a word, release.

The process of integration

Let us now turn to enquire what is happening at a deeper
level in this time of Zen meditation. In psychological terms
there is an opening up of the unconscious, and, as in dreams,
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there is a loosening or releasing of repressions. The similarity
with dreams must not be pressed too far, for in the activity we
are describing, there is a measure of ego direction not present in
the dream. In this time of meditation, memories steal into the
consciousness—they may be pleasant memories, or they may be
painful, charged deeply with emotion: fears, greeds, doubts,
envies, resentments, passions; at one time or another any of
these may be loosened. We are not to encourage this in Zen
meditation, neither are we to run away from it. In Jungian
terms, we are being brought into contact with our shadow
selves, the darker side of our nature which we ignore at our
peril, but brought into contact not that we may be diminished,
but that what is good may be integrated into the consciousness,
so that we may enter a deeper freedom, wholeness, and com-
pleteness in Christ. Here is a process which is going on in all life
which seeks to be open to the Holy Spirit. But very especially is
this process of integration going on here in our Zen meditation.
This encounter with the unconscious is an important part of
every person’s growth to maturity. Jung sees the unconscious as
a source of power and states that if we keep forces in it
altogether repressed, two things are going to happen: the first is
that we shall deny ourselves the power which might be ours.
And the second is that we shall invite the hostility of these
forces so that they may become dangerous.

In his book The Still Point, William Johnston describes what
is happening in Za-Zen in this way. He is writing of Jung and he
quotes Jung’s words during the passage:

As a therapist Jung was chiefly attracted by the healing powers of Zen,
He often speaks of psychic wholeness, accruing from its practice. As
conflict was caused by disharmony between the conscious and uncon-
scious mind, so this was solved by the rising up of unconscious
elements. For this eruption was not an indiscriminate something,
popping up from the mysterious depths, but is rather (in Jung’s words)
‘the unexpected, comprehensive, completely illuminating answer to the
problems of one’s psychic life.” Hence the resulting equilibrium and
peace. Zen helps the development of healthy, psychic growth, since in
its silent darkness the unconscious is allowed to rise up, thus creating a
deep and wealthy conscious life.

Thus these distractive images or thoughts, or some of them,
14



which come into consciousness during Za-Zen—and on the
psychological plane the same is true in Christian prayer—are to
be seen as friends, there to carry forward the work Jung has
indicated. I deliberately say some of these distracting images
because they do not all belong to one type. A distraction may
come from the sudden memory of something to be done, like
writing a letter before the post goes, or from a neighbour’s
radio. Others may arise from psychic fields set up by those
around us, or from afar, and some will be much more sensitive
to that kind of interference than others. Or again there may be
interference from demonic sources, for, as St Paul tells us, ‘we
do not fight against flesh and blood, but against principalities
and powers, against spiritual wickedness in high places.” Here
I am thinking of those of which Jung is speaking, which arise
from the personal unconscious, due to conflict between the
conscious and unconscious mind. But Zen would stress that
these thoughts, images, distractions must knock of their own
accord; they must not be encouraged, neither must they be run
away from as though we feared them.

First image from The Cloud

Returning to the Cloud author’s emphasis on the cloud of
forgetting, I have said I have sometimes been disturbed by the
vigour of his words. But what I notice is that, although he says
all thoughts and memories must be put away, he never has the
slightest doubt that they are going to be there, not only for the
disciple to whom he is writing but for himself, as he tells us in
chapter thirty-three. And immediately after the most impassion-
ed plea in the book for the importance of forgetting, he gives
us in chapter thirty-two methods by which we may deal with
memories when they arise. He is fully conscious that memories,
thoughts, imaginations are going to flood in and present a real
challenge in the time of prayer. He gives two examples of how
to deal with them, saying many other devices might be tried,
but that it is best that we should discover our own. It seems to
me that the first is close to a slightly different form of Zen
meditation which we were not taught, but which is in all the
text books, and is generally given to beginners; and the second
is very close to what we have described in Zen in this study.
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The Cloud author’s first stratagem is to try to look over the
shoulder of those intruding thoughts, ‘seeking something else,
which is God, shrouded in the cloud of unknowing’. I picture
myself at a football match. Spectators are in front of me and
their presence threatens my carrying out the purpose for which
I came. I have to strain to see over and beyond them. Even so, I
am bound to be aware of them though my attention is not on
them. And yet a part of my attention must be on them for, if it
were not so, I would not know that they were there. I doubt if
the Zen concept ‘watching’ is the appropriate word in relation
to my consciousness of the spectators. Perhaps ‘floating’ is
better. I am content to allow the awareness of them to ‘float’ in
the mind while my real attention is gathered elsewhere.

Here is an example which belongs particularly to what is
sometimes called the active side of prayer, and Zen has a close
parallel. Usually in Za-Zen you are taught at the beginning to
concentrate on the breathing, and, at first, to count the breath-
ing. The attention to the breathing corresponds to attending to
the game, and when, in Zen, distractions come, I am to put my
mind anew into the breathing. Yet Zen would have us watch
these distractions with a part of the mind being ready to allow
them to surface into consciousness (allow, but not encourage
them,) rather as a goldfish is allowed to surface in a bowl. We
see it there for a moment with a corner of the mind, and allow
it to disappear even as it came. There is a close resemblance
between this and the first example of the Cloud. In passing, the
Christian may like to note that this awareness of the breathing
may be seen as a natural symbolism for the work of the Holy
Spirit. We remember how St John tells us Jesus breathed on the
disciples, thus bringing to them the gift of the Spirit.

Second image from The Cloud

The author’s second example belongs to the passive side of
prayer, and is much nearer to what we were considering earlier
in Zen. He says: ‘Please pay special heed to this suggestion, for I
think that if you try it out it will dissolve every opposition.’

When you feel that you are completely powerless to put these thoughts
away, {it is interesting that we are not to be surprised at this moment
of powerlessness] cower down before them like some cringing captive
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overcome in battle, and reckon that it is ridiculous to fight against them
any longer. In this way you surrender yourself to God while you are in
the hands of your enemies, and feeling that you have been overcome
for ever.

Note, of course, that the surrender is to God, not to our
thoughts; it is a surrender to God in the presence of our
thoughts, described here under the image of the enemy. I think
the illustration means that we are to accept the inevitable; we
are to be content to let our thoughts be present as long as may
be; we are not to struggle, but rather to abandon ourselves to
God, the removal of the thoughts as and when he will belonging
to him and not to us. There is, as we would expect, no
suggestion that we should follow our thoughts, or encourage
them, nor yet that we should run away from them—this last is,
in fact, expressly forbidden by his instruction. We are just to
stand firm and trust in God. When Jesus surrendered himself to
God whilst in the hands of his enemies, he did not struggle
against them; he trusted in God and let his enemies do what
they would. Ultimately they could not harm him. They could
cause him great suffering, but they were powerless to harm him
because he had fully committed himself into God’s hands. And
we are in that kind of situation, a suffering situation, but not in
any ultimate sense a harmful one; in fact, just the reverse. Here
we are close, on the psychological plane, to Zen: we are not
trying to think these thoughts; we are not trying not to think
these thoughts; we are just there in the midst of them with our
trust in God.

Similarities between Zen and Christian writings

The similarity which impresses me yet more occurs in the
Zen teaching: ‘These thoughts are there for your healing.” And
we have tried to see with reference to Jung how that might be.
The Cloud author says just the same: ‘Endure with all humility
any suffering you have to endure...In truth, it is your
purgatory: when the pain has passed ... then without doubt
you will have been cleansed not only from sin, but from the
suffering it causes.” This process then is purgatorial, or a
cleansing by fire, thus a healing operation, a cauterizing of the
wounds of the soul, and hence it is to be welcomed and not
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evaded as though we were being destroyed by it. My father
confessor once most helpfully said to me: ‘Christianity is God’s
offer to man to have his purgatory in this life,” and much of the
purgation takes place in the silence of prayer. Von Hiigel has
said that the choice for the Christian is not whether he shall
suffer or whether he shall not, but whether, given suffering, it
shall be expanding and enriching to character, or stunting and
dwarfing and cramping. Thus in this process we find growth, a
continual coming to birth, but not without labour and travail.
The teaching of the Cloud is in direct line with the Catholic
spiritual tradition. For me that great teacher Pierre de Caussade
is the best teacher of this cleansing process, which, in the
classification of St John of the Cross, is taking place in the night
of the spirit. Caussade is saying precisely the same as the Cloud
author when he writes to a sister under his direction that, when
troublesome thoughts cannot be expelled from the mind—he is
talking here of excessive fears—no other remedy remains but to
bear this crucifixion in a spirit of total self-abandonment to the
will of God.” Mark the similarity to the Cloud’s ‘Surrender
yourself to God while you are in the hands of your enemies.’”
Writing to another sister in the same state, he tells her that the
interior- fever which seems to be destroying her at this time is
only destroying the impure and earthly elements, much as the

“There may be confusion in the reader’s mind in that what the Cloud
speaks of as an enemy I have referred to earlier as a friend. Either image is
suitable. So long as what lies in the personal unconscious (what Jung calls
the shadow self) is disowned and rejected, or it may be simply undis-
covered on account of the ‘mask’ with which we are unconsciously
identified, it will act destructively and so take on the appearance of an
enemy. When it has been allowed to offer up what is potentially good
within it for integration with our conscious life it will be seen as a friend.
The point is made powerfully in a saying atuributed to Jesus which runs:
Jesus said, ‘If you bring forth what is within you, what you bring forth
will save you. If you do not bring forth what is within you, what you do
not bring forth will destroy you.” The saying would have delighted and
fascinated Jung, but although it was discovered in 1946 it remained
untranslated for some while and it is unlikely he could have known it.
For details see The Gnostic Gospels by Elaine Pagels published by
Weidenfeld and Nicholson, London.
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various poisons of the body are destroyed during the crisis of an
illness. This, he adds, is a sign of recovery and not of sickness.
Or to put it in the words we have used, it is a cleansing by fire, a
little bit of the purgatorial experience which, if we do not pass
through it now, we must meet later on in another life.

Maria Boulding, a contemplative Benedictine of Stanbrook
Abbey, expresses well the same thought in Marked for Life
when she writes: ‘Distractions seem to promise life, while
prayer is boring and empty and a losing of our ego-life. If we
grab at them, and follow them, we are refusing to be poor and
seeking to save our life, but helplessness in the grip of
involuntary distraction while the will stands firm is a very real
poverty of spirit.’

Another analogue is found in Martin Buber’s Tales of the
Hasidim. There was a new teacher in a certain place and his
disciples were not sure if he was wise. So they went to a Jewish
teacher renowned for his deep holiness, and asked him how
they were to resolve their problem. ‘Go back,’ he said, ‘and ask
what you are to do to prevent distracting thoughts intruding in
the time of prayer. If he advises you, you will know that he is
not to be followed, for it will show that he has never under-
stood the truth that such thoughts must recur again and again,
right up until the time of death.

Conclusion

Our Zen retreat, attended mostly by Roman Catholics—priests,
nuns, monks, laity—was marked by a daily Mass. To me it is
important that we should come to prayer, whatever form it may
take, mindful of our eucharistic background. For one of the
things the habitual receiving of the Sacrament does for us is to
remind us that it is God’s action which saves. We do our part, as
it were in coming to church, in responding to the liturgy, in
holding out our hands for the bread and wine. It would be
pointless to go through the motions if we did not know that, at
the end, God has a gift in store. These two sides, the human
offering and God’s gift, are always present in prayer. The
posture, the stillness, the method, the waiting, these belong to
man’s endeavour. By these means, aided by grace, we lay
ourselves open to the breathing of God’s mercy, as the parched
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earth looks upwards for the rain to fall. The opening of the
heavens belongs to him. We can neither command it nor control
it. Yet that does not excuse us from doing what we can. St Paul
holds these thoughts together in 2 memorable sentence: ‘Work
out your own salvation in fear and trembling [the active side]
for [the passive side] it is God who works in you to will and to
do of his own good pleasure.’

This article was originally given as a lecture and subsequently
published in the USA by Prof. Valerie Lagorio of the University
of Iowa in the 14th-Century English Mystics Newsletter, volume
VII, p. 61-76 (1981). We are grateful to be able to print it bere
for Chronicle readers, many of whom will be familiar with
Father Robert Llewelyn’s earlier article, ‘The Positive Role of
Distraction in Prayer’, which first appeared in these pages and is
still much in demand as Fairacres Publication 65. For furtber
reading we recommend bis books With Pity Not Blame (DLT,
1982. Price £3.95), which incorporates some of the material
given above, and The Dart of Longing Love: Daily Readings
from the Cloud of Unknowing (DLT 1983. Price £1.75).
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ECUMENISM IN IRELAND: GLENSTAL

SISTER EILEEN MARY SLG

IN JUNE of this year I attended the twentieth Glenstal
Conference held, like its predecessors, in the only Benedictine
Abbey for men in the Irish Republic.

Although little known in England, Glenstal Abbey is recog-
nized as a sign of reconciliation throughout Ireland, with parti-
cipants in the Conference coming from North and South alike
and from all the main religious denominations. It has that
special charisma which is felt when a place devoted to prayer
and a passion for unity is established on a spot where there has
been a history of tension and suffering.

Glenstal Abbey in County Limerick was erected in 1839 asa
family home for the Barringtons, well-respected and benevolent
members of the Protestant ascendancy. It is a strange building,
constructed under the influence of the Romantic Revival as a
Norman castle, complete with Windsor-style round tower, and
an impressive fagade and gatehouse. On the ramparts of the
tower stands the intimidating stone figure of the Watchman,
gazing out over the beautiful grounds to the Galtees and the
Golden Vale beyond. The Barrington family lived at Glenstal
until 1921, when during the Troubles the daughter of the
house was shot in mistake for her lover, an officer of the Black
and Tans. After this tragedy the Barrington family, unable to
come to terms with the new Ireland, moved away from Glenstal;
in 1926 it was sold to the Roman Catholic Church and became
the home of a Benedictine Community, founded from the
famous Belgian Abbey of Maredsous.

The first Glenstal Ecumenical Conference, held under the
leadership of the young Abbot Dowdall in 1963, prior even to
the promulgation of the Vatican Decree on Ecumenism, arose
out of the initiative of a small group of Roman Catholics who
were already meeting in Dublin with a similar Church of Ireland
group, to promote mutual understanding and renewal. To these
were soon added members of the Methodist and Presbyterian
Churches, so that the group as a whole included representatives
of the four main Christian denominations in Ireland. It is hard
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to appreciate now just how much courage and trust was re-
quired in 1963 to establish such a gathering, but the two days
of prayer and study together were found to be so valuable that
the experiment has been repeated each year. A great variety of
themes have been covered, including Eucharist (1965); Baptism
(1966); Prayer (1969); Bible, Word of God (1970); Christian
Marriage (1972); the Virgin Mary (1976); Youth and the
Churches (1979); Conscience, Culture and Authority (1982)
and Christian Unity: the Present Reality (1983).

This year there were approximately 120 participants—as usual
the number had to be restricted—and although the majority
were from the Roman Catholic Church with Church of Ireland
members coming a close second, there were also representatives
not only from the Presbyterian and Methodist Churches, but
also from the German Lutheran Church in Ireland, the Moravian
Church, the Salvation Army, the Irish Mennonite Movement
and the Society of Friends.

It may be that in earlier years Church leaders were slow to
identify themselves with the Glenstal Conference, but in this
twentieth year, not only were the Roman Catholic Bishop of
Down and Connor and the Anglican Bishop of Limerick present
as participants and speakers, but the culminating event took the
form of a Celebration of our Common Faith, held in the Abbey
church, led by the Abbot of Glenstal in the presence of Cardinal
Tomas O Fiach and leaders of the other Churches, while
messages of greeting were received from such diverse bodies as
the Secretariat of State in Rome, and the Community of Taizé.

For one who was perhaps the only English participant, this
service seemed to encapsulate and express the true Ireland: its
Christian roots in monasticism symbolized by the Abbot
surrounded by his Community; the Irish Catholic Church
represented by its highest authority; the secular state in the
person of Professor Colm O hEocha, Chairman of the New
Ireland Forum, who gave the address; its relationship with the
Church of Ireland represented by the choir of St Bartholemew’s
Church in Dublin, who led the singing, and with the Protestant
Churches by their participation in the readings, intercessions
and renewal of Baptismal Vows. Here one sensed the sweetness
and purity of the Ireland of the Saints, roo little known in
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England, yet as true or truer than the violence, prejudices and
divisions frequently over-emphasized by the media and—let us
face it—by the historical consciousness of England as she looks
in bewilderment and exasperation at her sister island across the
water.

Glenstal contains a message both for the universal Church
and for those men and women who have come year by year to
be fed and renewed by its spirit. In its widest sense that true
spirit of ecumenism has been spelt out in another context by a
Romanian bishop before the WCC Conference in Vancouver,
but it is very applicable to the situation in Ireland. He said:
‘Ecumenism is a call for the restoration of the image of Christ in
the world, as he was himself, one and only, the great love incar-
nate, the friend of all, enemy to no one, negative to nobody,
exclusive to nobody. The spiritual impotence of men has always
mutilated him, attempting to make him a principle of group
interest, thus keeping him on the Cross, on an eternal Golgotha.
He must be taken down from the Cross to re-create the cycle of
his plan for the world, to resurrect in the Christian contem-
porary world and to bring it back to its lost unity.” (Dr Antonie
Plamadeaula, Metropolitan of Sibiu.)

For the particular influence of the Glenstal Conference on
the lives of Irish men and women, one must turn to Mrs Joan
Turner’s valuable booklet entitled Glenstal Abbey Ecumenical
Conferences 1963-1983 and read the section ‘What Glenstal
means to me’. What follows is a representative selection of
comments made in that chapter:

‘My memories of Glenstal go back to the 1960s when ecu-
menism was still at a pioneer stage in Ireland. For me they
brought a new and growing reverence for the faith and the
Christian commitment of the clergy and the laity of the other
traditions I met there; especially those who, like myself, lived
and worked in Belfast. The experience of their fellowship is still
a constant reminder of the goodness of the people who live on
the other side of the peace line—a sure pledge that the search
for reconciliation and peace in Ireland will finally succeed if it
is inspired by the spirit of Glenstal.” (Alex Reid)

‘Those who say that ecumenical gatherings at Glenstal and
elsewhere are “‘getting us nowhere” are, I believe, mistaken. It
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is through this kind of meeting, organized at every level and in
every place, that the ground is prepared, the seed is sown and
nourished for the harvest of love and peace which is so much
needed both in our churches and in our country.” (Brian
McConnell.)

(The following quotation bears witness to the essential part
played by this Benedictine Community in establishing the spirit
of Glenstal:) ‘Whether we go to Glenstal for conferences . . . or
as local Anglican priests to take part in the benefits of a retreat,
the word PAX embellished on its walls greets us; and it
is a peace that enfolds us there—not a peace of separation from
the world, but the Peace that is the nature of the world under
God . . . There as an Anglican priest I am always received as a
brother and fellow-worshipper and worker under God. Obviously
there are still barriers. . . . The hope rises to the surface that the
time will be short until we may take full sharing in Holy Com-
munion in particular. In the meantime we have communion in
the Holiness of God, in a2 manner which honours Him.

‘Recalling the quiet singing of the choir offices at Glenstal is
to be reminded of the wide roots of the Church; to find enor-
mous confidence in the Anglican choir offices of Matins, Even-
song and Compline. We share a homely base in our worship,
within and without the walls of Glenstal.’ (Brian Snow.)

‘To a Belfast Methodist who had had almost no contact with
Roman Catholics of any kind the Glenstal Conferences provided
opportunities for discovering an unknown part of the Christian
family. The first and most important discovery was that of the
great area of common belief and shared experience. The second
area of discovery involved new insights in worship and
understanding of Christian truth which has been a source of
continuing enrichment. The third area of discovery was a
new approach to genuine differences, namely that of con-
structive dialogue. In these and many other ways Glenstal laid
the foundations and opened doors for people like myself . . .’
(David Kerr.)

(The final quotation indicates what still remains to be done.)

‘We have always been conscious that the Glenstal experience
has not been shared by all the members of our churches. We are
aware at Glenstal of the pain of division; but we are aware too
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of a sometimes greater pain, that we were nearer to one another
across denominational divisions than we were to very many
members of our own churches. The desire of Glenstal has
always been to extend more widely the ecumenical spirit, to be
in our churches a leaven for unity, while never happy that this
was being effectively realized.’ (Seamus Grace)

It is of course a constant challenge to prayer and faith that
the sacrament which was instituted by Christ to be a sign of
unity has become one of the major symbols of disunity. For
this reason some have been tempted to give up the struggle in
despair at the Church’s apparent lack of progress. We were rightly
reminded by Bishop Daly, Roman Catholic Bishop of Down and
Connor, of the need for great stubborness and determination
in this work, and by Michael Hurley SJ of the fact that none of
us are natural ecumenists, that the enemy is within as well as
without and has to be encountered in both dimensions.

It had been seriously considered at Glenstal this year whether
the twenty-first Ecumenical Conference should not be post-
poned until all participants could join fully in a2 common
Eucharist. A break in continuity would certainly have given
immediate and startling witness to the fact that Glenstal was
not prepared to regard sacramental separation as anything less
than a scandal; but after the impact of that witness had been
forgotten, much valuable and solid work of the past twenty
years could have been lost. Therefore a majority of participants
voted for the next Conference to be held, recognizing thatina
quiet and unspectacular way progress in common worship had
been continuing all the time and that the momentum had by no
means died away. In her booklet Joan Turner comments, ‘From
merely sharing in simple joint prayers at first, the Conference
has advanced through “watching what others do” through
specially constructed forms, to participating as fully as is per-
missible in the proper liturgies of each denomination.’

In the Celebration of our Common Faith this year, all joined
in the commemoration of the sacrament of Baptism, in which we
already have sacramental unity. Progress is towards the centre,
towards the further discovery of the fullness of the Body of
Christ. Would so much have been found and experienced out-
side the background of the Benedictine Community and its
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steady affirmation through liturgical prayer of the supremacy of
God, and in its community life of the possibility of brotherhood
among men? It is this witness, even more than the organization
and hospitality of the Community in general and of Dom Paul
in particular, which has given the Glenstal Conference its unique
character. Would that it could be emulated in England!

A PRAYER OF ST COLUMBANUS

LORD, grant me, I pray thee in the name of Jesus Christ thy
Son, my God, that love which knows no fall, so that my lamp
may feel the kindling touch and know no quenching, may burn
for me and for others may give light. Do thou, Christ, deign to
kindle our lamps, our Saviour most sweet to us, that they may
shine continually in thy temple, and receive perpetual light
from thee the Light perpetual, so that our darkness may be
enlightened, and yet the world’s darkness may be driven from
us. Thus do thou enrich my lantern with thy light, I pray thee,
Jesus mine, so that by its light there may be disclosed to me
those holy places of the holy, which hold thee the eternal Priest
of the eternal things, entering there in the pillars of that great
temple of thine, that constantly I may see, observe, desire thee
only, and loving thee only may behold, and before thee my
lamp may ever shine and burn.

From a sermon (Sermon XII) by St Columbanus, Irish monk
and missionary (c.550-615), read at the Service of Inauguration
of the Columbanus Community of Reconciliation in Belfast on
23rd November 1983.
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BOOKS

JOHN CLIMACUS: THE LADDER OF DIVINE ASCENT,
edited and translated by Colm Luibheid and Norman Russell,
introduced by Kallistos Ware. Classics of Western Spirituality.
SPCK, 1983. £9.50. ISBN 0281 03782 5

The Ladder of Divine Ascent is the most popular work of
Eastern Orthodox spirituality, ordered to be read each Lent in
monasteries, and, though primarily directed at monks like most
works of spirituality, much read by lay people. It is a forbid-
ding, demanding and very searching work, depicting the
Christian life as a ladder with thirty steps leading from conver-
sion and repentance, through a series of vices to be avoided and
virtues to be embraced—a kind of spiritual ‘snakes-and-ladders’,
the virtues forming the rungs of the (sole) ladder, and the vices
being (appropriately) the snakes—to the summit where there is
stillness (besychia), prayer, dispassion (apatheia), and faith,
hope and love, pre-eminently love. Forbidding: for it begins not
with conversion and repentance in general terms, but precisely
with renunciation, detachment, exile—renunciation, withdrawal
from the world, that is, ‘a willing hatred of all that is materially
prized, a denial of nature for the sake of what is above nature’
(p. 74). John underlines that the monastic life is a struggle
against nature; when he speaks of remembrance of God, in the
next breath this is remembrance of God’s judgement, and there
is much about the remembrance of death. And searching too:
one is afraid to write about the Ladder too openly for fear how
much one will give away of the state of one’s own soul. Of
course we can try and side-step John: tracing his sources (in
Evagrius and Macarius and the Desert Fathers, though not
Denys the Areopagite), noting how skilfully he weaves together
apparently contradictory themes (in a way probably dependent
on Diadochus of Photice and recalling his [likely] contem-
porary, Maximus). But John does not let us do that for long.
His language is vivid, and penetrates eventually even the hardest
head: something well conveyed in this fine translation—‘And
then the empty thoughts come tramping towards us...’
(p. 86); ‘Repentance goes shopping for humility’ (p. 121).
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There are lots of splendid metaphors: mercury as an image of
obedience, always finding the lowest place and remaining
uncontaminated by its surroundings; or this on community life,
‘When a harbour is full of ships it is easy for them to run against
each other, particularly if they are secretly riddled by the worm
of bad temper’ (p.110). And John has a sharp—and rather
wicked—eye: read him on insensitivity, the vice that afflicts
those who know all about the spiritual life and do nothing
about it. This for instance: ‘I have seen such men weep as they
hear of death and the dread judgement, and with the tears still
in their eyes they rush off to dinner’ (p. 192).

John’s method is to combine analysis of the virtues and vices
with stories drawn from the tradition of the desert fathers; or
looked at another way, his method combines vision that
continually lifts up our hearts to the purpose of this whole
struggle, with detailed advice as to how to engage in it. So each
chapter on the virtues begins with a kind of hymn in praise of
the virtue concerned: ‘Exile is a disciplined heart, unheralded
wisdom, an unpublicized understanding, a hidden life, masked
ideals . . . It is an outpouring of love, a denial of vainglory, a
depth of silence’ (p. 85); ‘The poverty of a monk is resignation
from care. It is life without anxiety and travels light, far from
sorrow and faithful to the commandments. The poor monk is
lord of the world’ (p. 189); ‘Prayer is by nature a dialogue and a
union of man with God. Its effect is to hold the world together.
It achieves a reconciliation with God’ (p. 274); ‘Love, by its
nature, is a resemblance to God, in so far as this is humanly
possible. In its activity it is inebriation of the soul. Its distinc-
tive character is to be a fountain of faith, an abyss of patience, a
sea of humility’ (p. 286). After inspiring us and moving us to
prayer, John goes into detail—relentless, searching detail. But
with the virtue of humility it is different: here John is brought
up sharp. It is impossible to talk about humility: ‘a man stands
revealed as either having had no experience of what he is talking
about or having fallen into the grip of vainglory’ (p.218).
Nevertheless John makes the effort, drawing more heavily and
more explicitly on the tradition this time. (And we might
reflect in this connection that we know very little about John
himself; an abbot of Sinai, who had been a hermit, and wrote
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the Ladder—that’s about it.)

This splendid translation with unobtrusive notes and useful
indices (directed to those who want to know what John wants
to teach) is prefaced by a brilliant introduction by Bishop
Kallistos who deftly draws out the characteristic features of
John’s spirituality—his emphasis on experience, his teaching on
tears and stillness, and the Jesus Prayer—and places him in the
broader context of the development of Eastern monastic
spirituality. The volume even seems to have been proof-read: so,
all in all, this must be one of the best of the Classics of Western
Spirituality so far, with another in their series of weird cover

designs.
ANDREW LOUTH

GREGORY PALAMAS: THE TRIADS, edited and introduced
by John Meyendorff, trans. Nicholas Gendle. Classics of Western
Spirituality. SPCK, 1983. £8.50. ISBN 0 281 04043 5

The notion of Eastern Orthodox spirituality as something in
contrast to the spirituality of Western Christianity, and indeed
opposed to it, is symbolized in the figure of St Gregory Palamas.
His defence of hesychasm, the contemplative spirituality of
monks who claimed to have seen the uncreated light of the
Godhead, against the attacks of Barlaam the Calabrian, a Greek-
speaking theologian influenced by the thought and categories of
Western scholasticism, was endorsed by synods of the Orthodox
Church, which many Orthodox theologians (the late Vladimir
Lossky, for instance) regard as having an authority virtually
equivalent to that of the Ecumenical Councils. The general
position of ‘Palamism’ is familiar to almost anyone with an
interest in Eastern Orthodoxy: in particular, the distinction
between God’s essence and his energies, used to safeguard God’s
utter transcendence’ and unknowability, but also to make
comprehensible the experience of union with God and wansfor-
mation into God (‘deification’) as a real experience of God
himself. Hitherto the English reader has had to rely on (very
good) secondary accounts by such as Lossky and Meyendorff;
now, thanks to Meyendorff and Nicholas Gendle, some of
Palamas’s own writings are available in English. This volume of
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the Classics of Western Spirituality contains an English trans-
lation of about a third of the Triads in Defence of the Holy
Hesychasts, itself only a small part of Palamas’s writings, though
the most important part. The translation is well done, so the
English reader can justifiably feel he is gaining a knowledge of
Palamas at first hand; the introduction and (the translator’s)
notes are also invaluable, though rather more polemical than
was perhaps necessary.

Hesychasm is famed for being practically the only tradition
of Christian spirituality that has any serious parallels to offer to
breathing exercises and bodily postures commended as 2 means
to contemplative experience by (Far) Eastern traditions such as
yoga. There is a section of passages in this book on such
matters, from which it rapidly becomes apparent that though
Palamas is concerned to defend such monastic practice against
the strictures of Barlaam, no great importance is attached to it,
except as a way of attaining a certain tranquillity for beginners.
Other sections llustrate Palamas’s attitude to hellenic (‘pagan’)
philosophy—very negative; he insists that apophatic theology
is primarily a matter of being open to experience of the
unknowable God, and not an intellectual ascent by negation.
There is a section on deification, which is the heart of the
matter, for Gregory is concerned with a real, wansforming
experience of God, and on the celebrated Palamite notions of
the ‘uncreated glory’ (or light) and the distinction between
essence and energies in God.

Some things become clear: how much Palamas is concerned
to be faithful to the Patristic tradition, and how successful he is.
Although the distinction between essence and energies probably
ought not to be read back into the fourth century, the way in
which Gregory sees this implied in the notion of God as a living
God and not a bare philosophical principle does pick up themes
of fourth century Greek theology. And although Palamas does
inherit a monastic tradition of anti-intellectualist polemic
against Greek philosophy, he is himself no anti-intellectualist,
but is seeking to understand the way in which a man transcends
his whole self in his encounter with God, in a self-transcendence
which draws into that encounter not just a man’s mind but his
body too: so that ‘in spiritual man, the grace of the Spirit,
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transmitted to the body through the soul, grants to the body
also the experience of things divine, and allows it the same
blessed experiences as the soul undergoes’ (I1.2.12).

What of the contrast with the West Gregory seems to
epitomize? Perhaps we see more clearly what this might involve
if we look to the different ways in which the same metaphor of
light is used in the two traditions. For St John of the Cross, the
ray of divine light is only manifest in the soul by the soul’s
impurity: to the pure soul that light is invisible and hence dark-
ness (Dark Night,1L.viii.3{.) For Gregory, the ray of divine light
is invisible if ‘there is no matter to receive it’; but that receptive
capacity is provided by a ‘purified rational nature, freed from
the veil of manifold evil’: to such the light ‘becomes itself
visible as a spiritual light, or rather it transforms these creatures
into spiritual light’ (III1.1.34). What kind of a contrast between
Orthodoxy and the West does this point to? It is perhaps worth
pondering.

But now the English reader can read at least some of St Gregory
Palamas for himself, and that is a cause for great gratitude.

ANDREW LOUTH

DISCERNING THE MYSTERY: An essay on the nature of
theology, Andrew Louth, Oxford University Press, 1983.
£12.50. ISBN 019 826657 X

This is a prophetic book in the Christian sense of the word. It
brings to the light of judgement—the light of Christ—the popular
assumption stemming from the Enlightenment that the
scientific method is the only reliable approach to objective
truth. In particular it assesses the strictly limited usefulness of
historical criticism, as an extension of the scientific method, in
the quest for theological truth, and shows the necessity of
drawing upon the riches of Christian tradition both for
accomplishing the theological task and also for nurturing the
theologian himself.

The author begins by exposing the fatalism expressed by a
contributor to The Myth of God Incarnate, who says, ‘we must
accept our lot, bequeathed to us by the Enlightenment, and
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make the most of it’. If this were literally true it would make
the programme of metanoia proposed by Jesus as our approp-
riate response to his proclamation of the kingdom impossible.
The basic assumption of the Gospel is rather that with the help
God provides we need no longer be enslaved to the mentality of
our age and can adapt ourselves to the mentality of the king-
dom through actual participation in the mind of Christ.

The first part of the book is concerned with bringing to light
the disenchantment of a succession of noteworthy philosophers
with a neglect of the humanities in favour of a simplistic view of
objective scientific truth. In particular we are treated to
valuable résumés (especially helpful to those who have not
studied these philosophers) of the ideas of Gadamer about the
usefulness of the humanities in the quest for truth and those of
Polyani on the nature of scientific truth. By comparing these
two writers Father Louth comes to the surprising conclusion
that ‘there is 2 much closer analogy between ways of knowing in
the sciences and humanities [than had been generally assumed] ,
but ... it is not the sciences which provide the paradigm but
rather the humanities’.

My own comment would be that since the sciences are a
study of an alienated nature, and the humanities of a fallen
manhood (cf. Rom. 8: 18-23, ‘For the creation waits with eager
longing for the revealing of the sons of God .. .’), they can at
best provide types of the study of absolute truth, and that
theology alone as the archetype can throw an integrating light
upon the sciences and the humanities and disclose their true
significance. The basic challenge for the theologian is to receive
the capacity to comprehend these various levels of knowledge
within a unified vision which should be the outcome of a
profound and sustained metanoia.

For myself, the high point of the book came where the
author began to discuss the Jocus for our knowledge of God. He
points to the intersection between the saving action of God and
the visible events of the history of Israel, and in particular the
life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, God Incarnate. The
culmination of this saving act is the return of the Son to the
Father, which becomes from thenceforth the supreme Jocus for
theology, since it is from this ‘place’ that the Son prays the
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Father to send the Holy Spirit of truth upon the Church, We
who have been called to abide with Christ in this ‘place’ of the
return of the Son to the Father must ensure that in our theology
we remain in the place of vision, while also embracing the
place of our own historical circumstances. Such is the nature of
our baptismal-eucharistic life.

I am not sure that the author develops this point, but it fits
in well with his development of the theme of tradition. He
draws on Augustine’s On Christian Doctrine to show that for
Augustine the basis of Christian doctrine lies in the ordering of
the whole culture of life in such a way that it leads to a true
perception of created reality: a traditional way of training or
asceticism. We might say that this training should enable us to
stand, having put on the whole armour of God, in the ‘place’ of
true vision.

This approach to tradition would then link with the view of
tradition—~which Fr Louth develops from Basil, Hoskyns, and
Lossky—as originating in and being constantly renewed by the
Holy Spirit himself. The theologian, in the patristic sense, is the
one who having accepted the Church’s traditional way of
discipleship is then able to be the Holy Spirit’s agent for
re-creating and renewing the theological tradition from the raw
material of the secular culture of each age.

There is a great deal more in this book, and anyone who is
willing to engage with it prayerfully will find a mine of
inspiration. Some years ago Dr Mascall wrote, ‘the theological
activity of the Anglican churches is in a condition of extreme,
though strangely complacent, confusion ...Nothing less is
needed than a radical reorientation of our attitudes to the task.’
That is precisely what Fr Louth has been doing for us; but from
what he says, this would require a metanoia on the part of the
theologians.

GREGORY CSWG
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PASTORAL CARE AND THE PARISH, Peter Davie.

THE BIBLE, Fountain and Well of Truth, John Muddiman.
SACRAMENTS AND LITURGY, The Outward Signs,Louis Weil.
CHOICES, Ethics and the Christian, David Brown.

All published in the Faith and the Future Series, general editor
David Nicholls, Basil Blackwell, Oxford, 1983. Paperback,
£3.95, Library Edition, £9.50.

First, a very warm welcome to this admirable and beautifully
produced series published in connection with the 150th
Anniversary of the Oxford Movement. The contributors to the
series write from within a broad Catholic tradition; they draw
on the resources of that tradition and seek to relate it to the
contemporary situation.

Peter Davie looks back to the classic Anglican pastoral
method of George Herbert and sees how that tradition came to
life again in vigorous parish work in the nineteenth century: he
makes particularly intersting use of the notebooks of
W.J. Butler of Wantage. In his contemporary application of the
ideals and practice of the Oxford Movement he often prefaces
his chapters with appropriate quotations from the Canons of
the Church of England. He notes the changes in Catholic
dogmatic and pastoral theology since Vatican II and also
examines the contribution of the human sciences to modern
pastoral theory and method. The result is a balanced and
sensitive survey which it would be hard to fault.

John Muddiman, until recently Vice-Principal of St Stephen’s
House and now Lecturer in New Testament at Nottingham, has
packed a vast amount into a brief compass. I consider this an
outstandingly good introduction which could be put into the
hands of the intelligent, educated enquirer as well as the practis-
ing churchman. The subtitle is taken from one of Cranmer’s
homilies and Father Muddiman applies the imagery to the
complementary function of criticism and faith in our approach
to the Bible. Pertinently illustrating his points, the author brings
out the positive contribution of critical study—the hard work at
the well with bucket and rope—-while allowing that the fountain
can gush forth with the living water of God’s Word to the one
who comes in faith and expectancy.
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Louis Weil’s is a very different kind of book. He begins by
setting the Oxford Movement in the context of other movements
such as the Industrial Revolution and the Romantic Movement.
This is interestingly done though inevitably it is a matter of
sketching a few lines on a vast canvas. Professor Weil goes on to
contrast a rather narrow and rigid concentration on Apostolic
Succession in many of the Tracts for the Times with the richer
sacramental understanding of the Church as the Body of Christ
in some of Newman’s sermons. This leads on to a useful
discussion on Baptism, Confirmation and the Eucharist in the
Oxford Fathers and present-day thinking. Little is said about
the other sacraments, but Father Weil finishes with a refresh-
ingly powerful chapter on the social implications of the Liturgy.

David Brown’s is the longest and perhaps the most substantial
book in this quartet. It is an excellent introduction to Christian
ethics, though would that the English style were a little more
pleasing. The Chaplain of Oriel begins with the secular challenge,
outlining its too dominant ethical expressions in Utilitarianism
and Marxism. He goes on to analyse the weaknesses of their
christianized forms in Situation Ethics and Liberation Theology.
He briefly sketches in Reformation inadequacies in Luther and
Calvin in the rest of his first important chapter. His splendid
second chapter gives the Catholic and Anglican answer. The title
of the chapter is deliberate for the author finds the Thomist
influence dominant in all the major figures, not only in classical
Anglicans, like Hooker and Jeremy Taylor, but also in the
Puritan, Richard Baxter. The remaining four chapters are given
over to Choices at Work, in Love, in Pain and in Conflict. The
discussion is always useful and as thorough as the necessary
limitations of space permit. It is good to have the chapter on
some of the moral questions in industrial society, a field too
long neglected by moral theologians. The treatment of problems
in sexual ethics and the right to life is judicious, and in the final
chapter on conflict the author comes out decisively in favour of
unilateral nuclear disarmament. Here as everywhere Father
Brown goes back to first principles while showing how vital it is
to know the facts of the case. He is to be congratulated on an
excellent first book and we hope that he and others in this
series who are publishing for the first time will give us more of
their work in the future.
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CHARLES LOWDER AND THE RITUALIST MOVEMENT,
L. E. Ellsworth. Darton, Longman and Todd, 1982. £17.95.
ISBN 0232 51535 2

I first read Lida Ellsworth’s study of Lowder as a Ph.D. thesis,
and it impressed me as a competent piece of work. But now, as
a book, published in the year when celebrations of the ritualist
movement are taking place, and aiming presumably at a wide
audience, it comes across as a dull and heavy study, lacking in
excitement. It is a valuable work, for it charts, with consider-
able documentation, the origins of the St George’s Mission
which led to the establishment of St Peter’s, London Docks,
amid an atmosphere of tumult and controversy. For the student
of the beginnings of Anglo-Catholicism it will be an invaluable
source. For Lowder was, as Dr Ellsworth says, ‘the ritualist stum
priest par excellence’ (p. 1). She points to the way in which
ritualism embodied and expressed the sacramental principles of
the Oxford Movement, and she shows something of the impact
of this movement on the people of Wapping. She has pursued
her research well. Yet at the end of the day this remains a
disappointing work, a piece of hagiography which fails to tell us
many important things.

First, it tells us little about Lowder as a person. Of his
feelings, his personality, his theological perspective, his outlook
on the social conditions, we know nothing. Lowder emerges as a
holy, dedicated priest, but as one who had no views about
anything! And we know little of his context, his influences, his
great debt to the French Roman clergy which is hinted at but
not developed.

Secondly, it fails to relate what was going on in Wapping to
the rest of the East End. This is surprising for the patterns of
church-going in that area were studied in detail by Mudie-Smith
and by Booth, and there is abundant documentation in local
sources. Yet we know nothing about this even in relation to
St Peter’s itself. Who composed its congregation? What was its
social composition? Its geographical origins? What were the
connections with neighbouring parishes?

Thirdly, there is a failure to make connections with the wider
developments in the ritualist movement itself, many of which
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were taking place within two miles of St Peter’s. On 16th June
1877 the East London Observer attacked Lowder, Nihill (of
St Michael’s, Shoreditch) and other SSC members over the
publication of The Priest in Absolution. A fortnight later, on
St Peter’s Day, in nearby Bethnal Green, Stewart Headlam
founded the Guild of St Matthew. A few years later Charles
Marson came to work at St Jude’s, Whitechapel. Both gave
important evidence on ritual at the Royal Commission on
Ecclesiastical Discipline, and Headlam, like Lowder, was in
constant trouble with Bishop Jackson. But there is no reference
to these men, or indeed to any wider social consequences of the
ritualist movement. Lowder and St Peter’s are treated in total
abstraction from their geographical and religious context.

Finally, it would have been valuable to have had some
observation on the legacy of Lowder and St Peter’s to the East
End. Today there is a sense of unreality and disconnectedness
between the heirs of the ritualists and the changing environment.
Wapping is a spectacular example. At what point did East End
ritualism get stuck, and could any of this have been predicted in
those early formative years?

Dr. Ellsworth’s thorough and important book leaves most of
these important questions unanswered.

KENNETH LEECH

IN DEFENCE OF THE IMAGINATION, Helen Gardner.
Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1982. £12.50. ISBN 0 19 812639 5

If to be asked to review is to be given a chance to share a
pleasure, I accept the Chronicle’s invitation gladly. The pleasure
offered is strenuous. Dame Helen is earnestly in action and in
fine form. The Imagination she sets out to defend stands for all
she has come to value most as the yield of her time as tutor,
lecturer, editor and critic. The range of her learning is well
known and one is reminded of it here both by indirect allusion
as well as direct address: names glow again—Milton, Shakespeare,
Herbert, Jane Austen, Donne, T.S. Eliot—and the light of her
appreciation catches many lesser figures. The strength of her
conviction about their quality gives depth and eloquence to her
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prose which is a joy in itself. What she surveys constitutes an
inheritance—hers and also ours—needing defending on several
fronts. She warms to the work. In this latest publication she
prints the text of the Charles Eliot Norton Lectures 1979-1980
delivered at Harvard together with an Address to the Modern
Humanities Research Association (1980), and adds a brief
‘Apologia Pro Vita Mea’.

The various areas, poetry, drama, fiction, Biblical criticism
and literary biography are united by the determination to
recover the crown of the critical road, to correct some violent
modern slants and re-assert standards of judgement and taste.

In the first lecture Dame Helen admits to waking up Rip Van
Winkle-wise after a period of concentrated work of another
kind to find around her a growth of a new New Criticism
complete with its own vocabulary and militant in its intention
to change approach and emphasis: “Texts were to be regarded as
susceptible of an infinite number of meanings, and, since no
criteria were proposed by which any meaning could be rejected
or accepted, were in fact meaningless’. The new methodology
is presented with a wide context and precise examples so that
the exposition, though unfriendly, is serviceable. In the third
lecture looking back on a lifetime’s interest in Shakespearean
production she is dismayed, not to say disgusted, by other
extremes; her readers, though not the directors, may be
compensated by the wit of her attacking.

Under the title ‘Readers and Reading’ she takes on Professor
Stanley Fish with gusto, first on his interpretation of Paradise
Lost and more fully in defence of ‘Death’s Duel’, Donne’s last
sermon. These pages are the most impressive, and indeed
moving, in the book, as perhaps one would expect.

So far this account has stressed negative elements. This is not
the final impression. It is in effect very positive writing, full of
information, sifted experience and insights. Its candour though
formidable is also open and fair-minded.

For readers who may not care to enter into controversies, or
who are not well enough versed in quite modern criticism, or
even for some who could smart vicariously on behalf of the
scholars whose opinions come under reproof, there is still much
substance and savour commanding admiration and inviting
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rereading. Personally I found the book restorative; it clears the
ground and brings light and air to reinvigorate the understand-
ing of what one is most grateful to have had the opportunity to
revere and enjoy.

K.M.LEA

BOOKS RECEIVED

SPCK:

Four titles in a2 new series, Issues in Religion and Theology:
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The Harp of the Spirit: Eighteen Poewms of St Epbrem, second enlarged
edition, introduction and translation by Sebastian Brock.
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