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on the fact that if we choose responsibly to let him be born in
us we must be ready and willing to say no to the voice within us
which will argue most seductively that it is not only possible
but right to have one’s cake and eat it. Renunciation need not
involve heroic sacrifice, though sometimes it does: sometimes it
is merely commonsense acknowledgement of the way life is.

A number of significant events in our life have occurred
recently: Sister Ada of the Epiphany died on November 20th
[see p. 40]; Sister Sarah made her Profession in Life Vows on
Michaelmas, and Sister Julie has been elected to make her
Profession in Life Vows on December 5th. Raine was admitted
as a Postulant on All Saints’ Day. Pat was admitted as an Oblate
Postulant on November 12th, and Pam will be on December 6th.

From October 16th to 18th we had a Visitation and are
extremely grateful to Bishop Patrick, our Visitor, and his two
Assessors, Sister Christine Mary SPB and Archdeacon Frank
Weston, for all the time and trouble they expended on us before,
during and after the actual event. These occasions do remind us
most helpfully that we are a very small part of Christ’s Body the
Church, and that its life is our’s. We share the pluses and the
minuses of the society we live in: although a vocation to the
contemplative life inevitably puts the emphasis for us on
withdrawal rather than involvement. This means that we are
acutely aware of the ‘seed of the Gestapo officer’ within us as
well as the image of Christ which we must affirm for each other
and ourselves. Our life’s work is primarily to pray from the
heart ‘Lord have mercy’ on behalf of humankind.

There have also been important comings and goings. Two
Ordo Pacis Sisters from Germany were with us in October, a
specially valuable experience for us and, we hope, helpful for
them. Sr Mary Kathleen is spending three weeks of November
with their Community at Fleestedt near Hamburg. I had a very
happy four-day visit to the Columbanus Community of Recon-
ciliation in Belfast and was deeply impressed by the steady
witness given by that small group. Each member holds firmly to
his or her spiritual tradition while being open to learn from and
accept that of others. The Community as a whole is more
than the sum of its members. It is a force for peace rooted in
common commitment to prayer and to gradual integration with

the surrounding society. )



We are particularly glad and privileged to have with us at
present three Sisters from the Community of the Holy Name in
Melbourne, Australia, who are sharing the life of our Sisters at
Boxmoor for three months. This venture-—surely a ‘holy risk’,
and requiring great courage on the part of the Sisters who have
come across the world to be with us—is being very blessed and
we feel that the whole of both communities is benefitting from
the experience. Earlier this year Sister Benedicta spent two
months at Chevetogne sharing the monastic life of the Bene-
dictine monks there and studying in their library.

Recently we came upon a delightful old Christmas greeting
from Dorothy Sayers, an illustrated ‘Cat’s Christmas Carol’
which she had written herself, the last verse of which runs:

All praise to His bountiful name!

I do not quite know why He came;

But I’'m sure this is true —

It had something to do

With joy and with giblets for me,
For me,

With joy and with giblets for me!

The Christmas message for a cat may be expressed in terms of
‘joy and giblets for me’, but for us who do ‘know why He came’,
it is all more complicated; and perhaps when a certain seasonal
anguish is caused by excessive concern over presents and parties
we feel that the ‘joy’ is driven out by the ‘giblets’. But much of
the wholeness of the Incarnation is captured in that simple verse.

With every blessing for this Christmas time and 1985.

MOTHER SLG




CHRISTMAS SHOPPING AT WOOLWORTHS

SISTER BARBARA JUNE SLG

Nowadays the preferred way of packaging and selling an
astonishing variety of objects seems to be a plastic oblong packet,
more or less impenetrable, suspended on a rod or hook.
Stationers thus display paper clips, photo covers, rubber bands
and a multitude more of useful things. DIY shops extend the
range incredibly further from cup hooks to mousetraps. Never-
theless I was caught off guard by a line we saw being offered for
sale during the last programme of the ‘Sea of Faith’ series.
Amidst the throng at Woolworths (where Wittgenstein had re-
commended his students to work) were those shopping early for
Christmas, and we saw tantalizing glimpses of customers reaching
for smallish packets simply labelled ‘Twelve-piece Nativity Set.’

It makes me think. First of all, what would the twelve pieces
comprise? Mary and Joseph and the Babe-lying-in-a-manger, Ox
and Ass, two Shepherds, three Kings—that still leaves two pieces
in hand. Sheep, perhaps, or Stable and Star? Twelve-piece
Natvity Set. I find the words stick in my mind and set up some
resonances I had not expected.

Twelve. Why twelve? A round dozen, even in this metric age.
Perhaps it has to be twelve because of the Twelve Days of
Christmas? Piece. Piece is an odd word. Three-piece suite. Two-
piece bathing costume. Twelve-piece—really your money’s
worth, I suppose. Nativity. That’s the best bit. A great strong
Christmas word amidst all the baubles and tinsel. People will
remember Nativity plays and tableaux and know, that despite
the plastic ox and ass they are not buying a farm-yard set.
Good. Set. It seems strange to speak of a Nativity set. But the
word has its points. At least it suggests that the twelve pieces go
together and belong to a whole in some way. I suppose a
Nativity set is a composite whole in a way that a set of a dozen
toy soldiers is not. What about a train set or a dolls’ tea set?

Moving away from Woolworths on the TV screen to some
consideration of our own celebration of the Nativity, I began to
wonder what might be the set pieces. Every member of SLG
would perhaps single out specific and different things, but there
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would surely be some choices in common. I guess we would
many of us mention the Advent liturgy and specially the
‘Great O’ Antiphons. They form a kind of worshipful M25, a
liturgical orbital gravitationally centred on the mystery of the
Word made Flesh. Then there are Christmas decorations old and
new, and Christmas tree light in the dark sanctuary. There are
words and sights and sounds and smells and tastes that year by
year renew our gladness and our grief.

I am tempted to remark that unlike the Twelve-piece Nativity
Sets there’s nothing mass produced about our Christmas joy.
But of course in an obvious way it is ass produced, though not
made in Hong Kong. The play on words is not a subtle one and
needs no labouring.

Then there are presents, gifts given and received. Long ago I
learned amidst another crowd of Christmas shoppers in Wool-
worths a lesson about the difference between God’s uncon-
ditional giving and my own. An old man and his little grand-
daughter were standing before a display of little celuloid dolls in
different costumes, though with identical smiles and fixed stares.

‘Choose one, Susie,” he said. ‘Choose any one you like.” What
joy! Standing on tiptoe and shining with delight her choice was
instant and unhesitating.

‘That fairy one, Grandpa; that fairy one.’

But the old man was not so sure. He could see that the fairy
only boasted a stick-on netting tutu. His considered choice, a
better buy, was a nurse.

‘What about the nurse, Susie? Look. She’s got a proper
uniform and shoes.’

‘But Grandpa, the fairy’s got a wand.’

He seemed unready to listen and her tears were of no avail.

What shall I choose? A properly uniformed remedy for all my
ills or the Sun of Righteousness risen with healing in his wings?
A wand-waving wish-fulfilment wonder or the Giver of Daily
Bread with wound-marked hands? Looking forward to whatever
this year’s Twelve-piece Nativity Set will give, my longing and
prayer is a clumsy misquotation,

Come thou un-expected Jesus.
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THE GREAT O ANTIPHONS

The awakening in earnest to the proximity of Christmas begins in Religious
Houses in the West with the solemn chanting of the ‘Great O’ antiphons on
the Magnificat at Vespers. The origins of these ancient prayers, not later than
the 8th century, are unknown, but they are evidently the fruit of brooding
on Scripture. One is sung each day, a tradition, growing in richness year by
year, which forms the basis for our prayer and preparation for Christmas.
O Sapientia
O Wisdom which camest out of the mouth of the Highest, and reachest
from one end to another mightily, and sweetly orderest all things: Come
and teach us the way of prudence.
O Adonai
O Adonai, and Leader of the house of Israel, who appearedst in the bush
to Moses in a flame of fire, and gavest him the law in Sinai: Come and
deliver us with an outstretched arm.
O Radix Jesse
O Root of Jesse, which standest for an ensign of the people, at whom
kings shall shut their mouths, unto whom the Gentiles shall seek: Come
and deliver us, and do not tarry.
O Clavis David
O Key of David, and Sceptre of the House of Israel, that openest, and no
man shutteth, and shuttest, and no man openeth; Come, and bring the
prisoner out of the prison house, him that sitteth in the dark and the
shadow of death.

O Oriens
O Dayspring, Brightness of the Light everlasting, and Sun of righteousness:
Come and enlighten them thatsit in the dark, and the shadow of death.
O Rex Gentium
O King of nations, and their Desire; the Cornerstone who makest both one:
Comeandsave mankind, whom thou formedst of clay.
O Emmanuel

O Emmanuel, our King and Law-giver, the Desire of all nations, and their
salvation: Come and save us, O Lord our God.

O Virgo Virginum
O Virgin of virgins, how shall this be? for neither before thee was any like
thee, nor shall there be after. Daughters of Jerusalem, why marvel ye at
me? The thing which ye behold is a divine mystery.
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PRAYER: THE WORK OF THE SPIRIT

A talk given to the St Luke’s, Watford, branch of the
Mothers’ Union at the Convent o f St Mary and the Angels,
Hemel Hempstead on 5 January 1984

SISTER EDMEE SLG

Likewise the Spirit helps us in our weakness; for we do not know how
to pray as we ought, but the Spirit himself intercedes for us with sighs
too deep for words. And he who searches the hearts of men knows
what is the mind of the Spirit, because the Spirit intercedes for the
saints according to the will of God. Romans 8:26-27 (RSV)

This passage from StPaul’s Letter to the Romans is very familiar
and I am sure we all feel we know what it means. We would all
agree, for instance, that we do not know how to pray as we
ought, and we would readily concede that we would do much
better if the Spirit would indeed come to help us in our
weakness. But the Spirit, speaking in Jesus, said: ‘Without me
you can do nothing.’ Not, as we naturally incline to think,
‘without me you can do a surprising amount if only you would
try harder’ but ‘without me you can do nothing’. Therefore,
without the Spirit we cannot pray at all; and the Spirit prays
within us, according to St Paul, ‘in a way which cannot be put
into words’ (JB translation).

If this is so, then prayer is not quite what we imagine it ideally
to be. We have a picture, have we not? of perfect prayer, that is
to say, of a person in prayer, whose heart is suffused with loving
devotion and whose mind, deeply recollected, is presenting to
God in orderly fashion the traditional components of prayer:
Adoration, Confession, Intercession, Petition, and Thanksgiving.
Moreover, with such a picture, prayer is regarded as something
we do and therefore becomes another thing to be done, yet
another demand on our time, another activity to be fitted in to
a full day. But, in truth, prayer is something that is done within
us, the very opposite of another activity, for it is the activity of
Another.

But is that not precisely why we find it so difficult to stop
for it? If it were another of our activities would we not in our
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generosity, since this activity is for God, make time for it?
But prayer, the kind of which St Paul speaks, which is too
deep for words, and is not ours anyway, is of its nature in
direct opposition to the whole movement of our life—and
this 1s where the difficulty in stopping for it lies. I have heard it
said that if a person falls overboard from a large ocean-going
liner it takes four hours for the ship to return to the spot: two
hours to stop and two hours to retrace the distance it has
covered since it began to stop. And that is very often how
stopping for prayer feels! We are going full steam ahead with,
no doubt, a full cargo of good works, and nothing less than a
catastrophe can make us turn round, that is to say in our
present context, turn to God. And though our turning is the
work of a moment, the forces against us can, under ordinary
circumstances, seem quite as great as those which make
stopping an ocean liner so laboured.

But if we want to pray we have to stop. It is very simple—and
very difficult. Very simple because in order to pray that is a//
we have to do; very difficult because stopping requires a special
kind of effort for which we will receive help neither from our
nature nor from our circumstances. And if our circumstances
include small children we may feel that efforts to stop—special
or otherwise—are out of the question.

But are they? If God desires to draw us into a closer relation-
ship with himself, will he be content to wait until the children
have started school, or even until they have left home? No, he
wants us #ow, in the midst of our impossible circumstances. In
that case, you may say, let him make those circumstances a
little less impossible. And that is, indeed, the tone to which he
responds. ‘Now look here God . . .’ is an approach which, at least
in my experience, always gains his attention, and I think the
secret of it is that in using it one is looking to him for the
answer instead of looking to oneself. There seems to be an
instinct which leads us to think that before we can expect God
to order our lives we must put them in order ourselves first. No,
for ‘It is all his work’, as Gilbert Shaw, our late Warden, used to
say. But the truth of this simple statement is not so simply
understood. Moreover, our efforts to make time for God do
indeed seem to have an unaided quality about them so that his
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work in the matter is not at all obvious. This may be because
time itself has been given to us by God as the framework in
which our free will can operate. Reginald Somerset Ward,
another great director of souls, taught that: ‘A rule of life is
primarily concerned with time, the only possession we have in
this world.” Somehow then, we have to learn to manage time—a
subject on which Archbishop Antony Bloom writes vividly in the
chapter ‘Holiness and Prayer’ in God and Man:'

. learn to manage time, not when it is moving in a sluggish,
meandering way, but at the moment when it is trying to rush like water
from a burst pipe. It is simply a matter of saying at the moment when
you are busy with something useful which must be done: ‘I stop doing
this, I'll keep still an instant and remain alone with God! .. . Settle
peacefully and say: ‘Whatever happens, I will not budge.’” Say to all
those, visible and invisible, who come to disturb you: ‘T am very sorry; I
am here, but not for you!” (pp. 105-6)

That is very fine, I can hear someone say, but my children
start murdering each other, or setting the place on fire, or
negotiating themselves into a position from which they can
hurl themselves into their afterlife the moment I try to settle
peacefully! Yes, it is easy for us who have withdrawn ourselves
from the overwhelming problems of rearing children, and of
secular life in general, to talk about finding spaces for prayer.
Nevertheless, perhaps because we are not in the wood we may
be able to point to the clearings. And the clearings are found,
I believe, when we begin to understand what it is in our nature,
quite apart from our circumstances, which is contrary to prayer,
that is, contrary to silence, stillness and surrender. Circum-
stances indeed, merely reinforce and justify nature, and when
our circumstances are dominated by children the problems
of our nature are more readily masked because they become
externalized in those beings whose nature it is to reflect our
own.

A mother, then, is fighting a double battle if she desires to
pray: a battle with her own nature, and a battle with that same
nature as reflected back to her by her offspring. In other words,
the battle is not, as it appears to be on the surface, with the
nature of the child. To understand this requires a great deal of
self observation; moreover it may not be entirely true. But it
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does appear that the natural tendency of children to be by turns
‘little demons’ and ‘little angels’ is not unconnected with the
state of the mother, a little demon often being the consequence
of that ceaseless action/reaction with a mother who is not fully
present to the child in peaceful attention, and a little angel being
the response when she is. If this is so, at least in the most general
terms, it can be seen that times for prayer and silence are not to
be wrenched out of the day in spite of the children but, rather,
for the sake ofthe children. A mother who can withdraw herself
at times from the constant and insistent needs of her children is
meeting those needs at another level; and the firm purpose
required will give them a sense of security in her and in life as
experienced through her which they are unlikely ever to lose.
Having, then, struggled with circumstances and against nature
and, let us suppose, being peacefully settled and determined not
to budge for any of those, visible and invisible, who will come to
disturb you, what then? Let us return to Archbishop Anthony:

If you sit down in a room and say to yourself: ‘I amin the presence of
God’, you will see that at the end of a moment you will be wondering
how to fill this presence with an activity that will suppress your rest-
lessness. For the first few moments you will feel fine because you are
tired and it is a rest to be sitting comfortably in an armchair, and the
silence of your room gives you a feeling of quietude. All this is true.
But if you have to go beyond this moment of natural rest, and you
remain in the presence of God when you have already received from
physical nature all that you can get from it, you will see that itis very
difficult not to wonder: ‘And now what shall I do? What should I say
to God? How shall I address Him? He is silent. Is He there? How can I
make a bridge between that mute absence and my restless presence?

So one of the first things to understand is the importance of sitting
and doing nothing in front of God. (op. cit. p. 105)

The importance of sitting and doing nothing in front of God
is thathe may do something in us. And so we surrender ourselves
to him in the moment of sitting down; and physically this means
that we allow our natural energies to run down and our thoughts
to drop away so that we become still, both feet on the floor,
shoulders down, hands and face relaxed. T appeal to you, there-
fore, brethren,’ writes St Paul, ‘by the mercies of God, to present
your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God,
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which is your spiritual worship.” And he then goes on: ‘Do not
be conformed to this world but be transformed by the renewal
of your mind, that you may prove what is the will of God, what
is good and acceptable and perfect’ (Rom. 12:1-2).

Now this transformation by the renewal of our mind is
entirely the work of the Spirit, and our efforts should be gently
directed towards opening a space for him in our mind rather
than trying to force efforts from it. Jean-Nicholas Grou, a
seventeenth-century French writer on spirituality whose teaching
on prayer is among the finest, expounds this matter with his
customary vigour:

We easily lose sight of the truth that [prayer] is a supernatural act,
which consequently is above our strength . . . Thus St Paul says: ‘Not
that we are sufficient of ourselves to claim anything as coming from us,
but our sufficiency is from God’ (II Cor. 3:5) ... Now if we are to
expect all from God, all our good thoughts and all our good feelings,
how is it that . . . some people are so indiscreet as to strain their heads,
get agitated, and work up their imagination as if all depended on their
own efforts? As prayer is a supernatural act we must earnestly entreat
of God that He would bring it about in our heart and then we must
peacefully make it under His direction . . . But [the Abbé Grou
continues, replying for the reader], my heart says nothing to me when
I am in the presence of God; if I wish to enter into myself I find nothing
but a void, dryness, distractions. To fill up my time, to excite feelings
of devotion, to withdraw my mind from troublesome thoughts, I must
absolutely make use of a book. But do you not see that the high-flown
sentiments that you borrow from books act only on your imagination;
that they are not your own, or rather only seem to be your own for the
moment? You are reading them, and once the book is closed you are
just as dry, just as cold as before. Nevertheless I have prayed, say you,
while reading or reciting these formulae. Your self-love thinks so and is
satisfied; but is God’s judgement the same as yours? Is God equally
satisfied? What does He care for words, He who listens only to the heart?

How to Pray, edited by R.F. Clarke SJ, London, 1914, pp. 4-5.2

Grou’s manner of berating the reader may partly explain why
he is not as much read nowadays as he deserves to be. Moreover
such a supreme authority on prayer as St Teresa of Avila seems
to say the opposite on the subject of reading in prayer time:

During [eighteen] years, except after communicating, I never dared to
begin to pray without a book; my soul was as much afraid to engage in
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prayer without one as if it were having to go and fight against a host of
enemies. With this help, which was a companionship to me and a shield
with which I could parry the blows of my many thoughts, I felt com-
forted. For it was not usual with me to suffer from aridity; this only
came when I had no book, whereupon my soul would at once become
disturbed and my thoughts would begin to wander. As soon as I started
to read they began to collect themselves and the book acted like a bait to

my soul. Life, IV, trans. Peers, p. 24 in Sheed and Ward pb, 1946.

This passage, however, is written in the context of Teresa’s
explanations regarding her inability to arouse her imagination
according to prescribed methods of meditation, and she con-
cludes with relief that it was the Lord’s good providence which
spared her during those eighteen years from being subject to a
director who, as she says, might have insisted on cutting her off
from the succours which reading gives. Reading, indeed, is
crucial to the spiritual life, for the Spirit speaks to us through
what we read, and we need a great deal of such speaking zo us if
we are ever to learn how to let him speak 7z us. Nevertheless,
Pére Grou is making a number of immensely important points,
so let us press on with him:

If it is the heart that prays, evidently it can sometimes and even
habitually pray alone, without words, either expressed or mental. This
is just what few people understand and many deny altogether. They
must have express and formal acts, at least interior, that are distinctly
perceived, and of which the soul is conscious; without such acts they
recognize no prayer. They are however mistaken and God has not yet
taught them how the heart prays. It prays in the same way as the mind
thinks. Now thought is formed in the mind before it can be clothed in
words. The proof of this is that words are often sought and one after
another rejected till the words are met with that best express our
thought. We want words to make ourselves understood by others; but
they are useless for ourselves, and if we were pure spirits we should need
no language either for the formation or for the communication of our
thoughts. So it is with the feelings of the heart; it conceives them, it
adopts them, and puts them in practice, without there being any neces-
sity of words, unless it would communicate them to our fellow men, or
bear testimony of them to ourselves.

God reads the secrets of our heart; He penetrates into the very depths
of our most intimate feelings, even of those not reflected upon, or
perceived even by the soul . .. But people treat with God as they do
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with men, thinking they are not understood unless they go into detailed
explanations of the things they require. They carefully get ready their
intention; they have express forms for each and every act, they name
separately each person they wish to pray for, and if the least detail
escapes their memory they do not think that God can supply it. Souls
of little faith, and who know not God, your intentions are present to
Him before you open your mouth! He sees them as soon as they are
formed in your heart; what need have you to torment yourselves in
explaining them to Him? You desire all spiritual blessings as much for
yourselves as for those in whom you take an interest. Is He ignorant of
this, since He Himself inspires you with these desires? Do not then have
any anxiety concerning this matter. If you feel drawn to this simple and
general prayer of which I speak, do not give it up under the pretext that
it aims at no particular object, that you come from it without having
asked for anything. Here again you are deceiving yourself; you have
asked for everything you need for yourself and for those belonging to
you far better than if you had specified each want of which the
multiplicity would only have wearied you and hindered the action of
God . .. (passim pp. 8-13).

In these passages from Pére Grou we have the character of
contemplative prayer clearly set forth: a supernatural activity
which consequently is beyond our capacity to perform, and
which takes place in the innermost chamber of the soul where
words are not needed for communication, and where what is
happening between the soul and God is not perceived even, as
Grou tells us, by the soul itself.

But although words are not needed by the soul they are
needed by the mind for the mind is not engaged in such prayer
and is therefore free to follow its natural bent, that is, to chatter
ceaselessly—and it will, we cannot stop it. What we can do is to
provide it with simple phrases from Scripture, especially from
the Psalms. ‘O God, thou art my God, early will I seek thee’ is
an example from Psalm 63, and there are hundreds of others
from the same treasury. The Jesus Prayer, ‘Lord Jesus Christ,
have mercy on me a sinner’ is a phrase from the Orthodox East
which is being used increasingly in the West. Many Christians,
following the recommendation of the author of The Cloud of
Unknowing, are content simply to repeat the word ‘God’. But
whatever word or form of words we use, the mind will run
hither and thither and deprive us of any concrete sense that we
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are engaged in prayer. Nevertheless, it is our intention with
which God engages, not our attention. John Cassian, one of the
earliest commentators on Christian monasticism in the fourth
century, writes: ‘It is not a perfect prayer in which the monk is
conscious of himself or understands his prayer’, and a similar
saying, attributed to St Antony, the Father of Monks, puts it
even more strongly: ‘He prays best who does not know he is
praying.” And as regards advice, the best of all comes from
St Francis de Sales: ‘If you spend half an hour gently returning
the mind to God you will have spent the time very well.’

* k¥

What about the rest of life? Clearly times set apart for prayer
are notin themselves enough for the growth of prayer. A chapter
in our Rule states that ‘the prayer which the Sisters carry out in
chapel or cell isnotregarded as a contrast to, but as a continuing
expression of, the corporate offering’, and it continues: ‘Ideally
the whole life is to be made prayer.” What does this mean?
Fr Lucius Cary SSJE, who was the spiritual director of the
Community for many years, has provided a key text on this
subjectin a passage from a profession retreat he gave:

It is above all in the silent witness and unconscious testimony to the
love of God that the contemplative exercises his apostolate, for he
preaches sermons by the way he walks, the way he stands, the way he
sits down; the way he picks things up and holds them in his hands, and
by the reverence with which he makes his whole life an offering of
worship to God.

The ideal this passage presents may seem too far a cry from
the reality of family life to be worth quoting. And yet every
Christian, whatever his circumstances, is called to exercise his
apostolate primarily by showing forth the state of his being. No
amount of doing can make up for the absence of being. But if
we are to have any being to show forth we need times of silence
and stillness. There is much in contemporary secular life which
is unavoidable, but there is even more which is not, for instance,
the misuse of the media as merely background so that instead of
refreshing our energies they drain them. The result then is that
we lack the power to be present in our actions; to be present in
our walking, our standing, our sitting down, and in our handling
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not only of things but of people, and of everything which
should be the means of our making our whole life an offering of
worship to God.

All this brings us to Our Lady, the Blessed Virgin Mary,
Mother of God, the type of the contemplative for every age.
For Mary is best understood not as the model for woman’s role
in society but as the symbol of the soul’s response to God. ‘Be
it unto me according to thy word.” ‘And she conceived by the
Holy Spirit.” It is through pondering on the mystery of Mary
that we come to understand the mystery of prayer: that it is
nothing other than a total surrender to the activity of the Holy
Spirit within us.

In an article entitled ‘Mary, Virgin and Mother’,® our present
Warden, A.M. Allchin, wrote a passage which we have adopted
for use in our Night Office for the Feast of the Conception, and
I should like now to conclude with it as I believe what it says to
be immensely important for our subject.

Mary, the Mother of God, reminds us of the necessity for silence,
receptivity, growth and contemplation. At times in our century, the
Church seems to be running along behind the world . . . desperately
trying to present to the world a mirror-image of its own concerns. But
unless the Church can reveal to our society something which it does not
already know or does not recognize about itself, what value has it for
the world, let alone in the eyes of God? In the world itself, if we would
be attentive to it, there are many hints of a growing awareness of the
need to rediscover the intuitive, symbolical, pre-conscious modes of
living and knowing and being, the need to find some corrective to the
insistent pressures of activity. Is it not the Church which ought to be
able to give to the world the possibility of a new vision, of a new
framework in which to see things? Perhaps what we need above all is
the ability to wait and to listen, to be present and open, to let things
grow, so that our actions may in time become more fruitful and less
anxious, and our words be qualified with the wisdom which comes
from silence. It may be that the reason why for many, Catholic as well
as Protestant, the question of Mary seems remote and unimportant, is
because the particular things for which Mary stands are neither seen nor
understood. It seems as if we were trying to incarnate the presence of
God in the world through our own efforts, without sufficiently
realizing that if it is to be the presence of God, and not just of certain
ideas, or words, or concepts about God, then that presence can only
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1.

become real in our world, in our flesh, in so far as we are learning to be
open, receptive, obedient to the Word of God, so that the Holy Spirit
may work his recreative work in us. Only in the free consent and
obedience of the Virgin could God take flesh; only through his
relationship to her, could her Son, who is God’s Son, express in human
love the love of God which both creates and redeems the world. Only in
so far as the Church and every member of it begins to rediscover how
she, the second Eve, is the mother of all living shall we be able again not
only to confess our faith before the world, but to live it in simplicity
and joy.

NOTES

God and Man is now available in a paperback edition published
jointly by DLT and St Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1983.

There is a more modern translation of How to Pray than the one I
have used which has recently been published in paperback and which
cannot be recommended too highly. Translated by Joseph Dalby,
published by James Clarke, paperback, 1982.

‘Mary, Virgin and Mother: An Anglican Approach’, from One in
Christ, Vol. 3, 1969, pp. 289 ff.
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MEANS TO AN END
Work, Study and Prayer in the Benedictine Way

MICHAEL PATERNOSTER

THE AIM of the Benedictine way is conversion considered as a
lifelong process, and the aim depends for its achievement on
stability, a willingness to stay put in the given situation instead
of trying to escape from it, and on obedience, a willingness to
listen, accept direction, and curb one’s self-will. The means
available to help us carry out the task of conversion are prayer,
study and work. Before making even the briefest of comments
on them one by one, I want to say something about the way
they are held in balance.

The older psychology saw man as made up of body, mind
and spirit. Whereas some philosophers cultivated mind or spirit
at the expense of the body, seeing man as a divine spark
imprisoned in perishable matter, St Benedict gives equal and
balanced development to all three elements. The daily routine
of the Benedictine Rule allows for nearly equal periods of
liturgical prayer, of spiritual reading, and of manual work:
spirit, mind and body are exercised in turn and equally. More-
over, the body was treated more fairly than in some monastic
rules. There was adequate sleep and sufficient food, and
extreme asceticism was forbidden. The Benedictine life has
no room for those feats of competitive spiritual athleticism
indulged in by Egyptian and Celtic monks. By today’s standards
it was a very simple life style with no luxury, little comfort and
much monotony. If, however, we try to apply its lessons to our
own everyday life, we will find that, unlike some exhortations
to piety, it does not set out to make us feel guilty about eating
or sleeping at all, but it will suggest that we make do with rather
less than we thought we needed or than the advertisements
encourage us to expect; we should not be unappreciative of the
good things of life, but we should find pleasure in simple things.

The exact balance laid down by the rule is obviously incom-
patible with the way most of us living outside monasteries are
obliged to live now. Even if we tried, privately, to say all the
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daily offices, we could not spare four hours and more to do it,
and even academics probably cannot guarantee four hours’
reading time every day. There are demands on our daily time-
table that did not exist for sixth-century monks, and there is no
sense in feeling upset or guilty because we cannot do what we
would like to do or what the Benedictine Rule says we ought to
do. We can, however, try to incorporate into our life style the
same principles of balance and rhythm. We must see that none
of the aspects of our nature, body, mind or spirit, is being
neglected or starved, by making room for some serious reading,
some sustained prayer and some work with our hands, whatever
else we are obliged to do. Many modern people drive themselves
steadily with a kindof restless energy which allows for no proper
relaxation and no real rhythm. Businessmen, politicians, clergy,
all tend to boast of never taking a day off, and housewives
rarely get the chance of one. But this way of living is self-
destructive. We are, as has often been pointed out, essentially
rhythmic creatures. The Rule with its daily routine and its
annual liturgical cycle linked to the sun and the seasons fosters
a natural rhythm. We might find it monotonous, but one
remembers C.S.Lewis surprising an American interviewer with
the firm assertion, ‘I /ike monotony’.

Poverty and chastity are not as such Benedictine vows,
although they are presupposed in community life and com-
mitment. Something of their spirit though has to be transposed
from monastic conditions to those of our daily lives. In a sense,
as Esther de Waal points out in her book Seeking God, The Way
of St Benedict, poverty and chastity are both basically the same
attitude: the refusal to possess, manipulate and exploit.’ It is
letting things and people be themselves; accepting them
gratefully for what they are and not appropriating them for our-
selves to use them for our own ends. Poverty in our approach to
things and chastity in our approach to peopleareless and less the
way the modern world behaves, but they are enjoined on us,
however much we own, and whether we are married or single.

WORK

This attitude to material things can and should be cultivated in
our work and I want to elaborate on this; but first something
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must be said about its place in the Benedictine scheme of things.
For St Benedict, the important thing was that his monks must
spend a substantial part of their ime working with their hands,
and this was revolutionary. In the slave societies of the ancient
world, educated people did not soil their hands. This was one
reason why science made so little progress among the Greeks and
Romans: tinkering with things was not the sort of hobby even
an Aristotle could imagine taking up. But St Benedict intended
his communities to do their own dirty work.

Later, this ideal went adrift. The late medieval monastery was
a college or club for educated bachelor gentlemen, living off the
proceeds of estates run by serfs. The Cistercian innovation of
lay brothers was intended to open up the religious life to people
without the education to become choir monks, but it went
against the fundamental Benedictine principle that all should
share alike in the hard work and the routine tasks—and in the
cultivation of mind and spirit. I am told that in the kibbutzim
of modern Israel every member is supposed to take turns at
every kind of work that needs to be done; but one visitor told
me she had found that this year’s accountant had been last
year’s secretary. Those who have landed clean indoor jobs tend
to stick to them. Sir Francis Drake on his voyage round the
world had to insist that the gentlemen haul and draw with the
mariners and the mariners with the gentlemen.

So far, the point seems to be that no kind of work is to be
dismissed as servile or beneath our dignity. If it needs doing,
and somebody has to do it, then it enjoys in Benedict’s eyes
‘parity of esteem’. Most of us, of course, have to spend our
days and earn our living in one particular kind of work for which
we have some aptitude or skill, and nowadays even manual
workers are fairly far removed 'from the direct contact with
nature and the sheer struggle to survive that were called for in
the Dark Ages. Hence, our attitude to work is bound to be in
some ways different. On a conveyor belt it is difficult to see
how ‘the sense of God’s presence can be mediated through daily
work and not destroyed by it’,” and the Celtic prayers for
hallowing every daily activity of which Esther de Waal speaks so
highly are beautiful but remote from us. Daily work, as we
experience it, does not lend itself easily to contemplation.
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(Somewhere, however, Martin Thornton cites hoeing turnips as
an ascetical exercise, and that must be duller and more strenuous
than most modern factory jobs.)

Given the kind of lives most of us lead, it may be only in our
leisure moments or in our hobbies or in the odd jobs we do
about the house that we can give work the kind of value thatit
has in the Rule. Now that nobody has servants, we all have to
do things that earlier generations of the better-to-do would
never have dreamt of tackling, and except in so far as this adds
to the pressure and strain of modern living this is probably good
for us. Looking after the house, cooking, gardening, are
activities in which, as long as we are not too rushed, we can
rediscover a natural pace and rhythm, we can come closer to the
natural world and find time to contemplate.

People in pulpits are always denouncing this as a materialistic
age; but I would say that most of us are not in fact materialistic
enough. We have no respect for materials. St Benedict expects
the cook to treat his pots and pans as if they were sacred
vessels. I found in Monica Furlong’s Travelling In a thought
which greatly impressed me:

A materialist is a person who loves material—wood and leather, flax
and silk, eggs and fruit, stone and glass, fish and bread, olives and wine.
. . . The cooking of a culture is the real test of its attitude to the
material universe, and by this test the Chinese and the French are
exemplary materialists . . . Proper cooking can only be done in the
spirit of a sacrament and a ritual. It is an act of worship and thanks-
giving, a celebration of the glory of life, and no one can cook well
who does not love and respect the raw materials that he handles . . .
Ritual is, basically, anything done with loving awareness and
reverence—whether cooking, carpentry, fishing, writing a letter,
performing surgery, or making love.

That is materialism, it is eminently Christian and particularly
Benedictine. However limited the diet, the ritual of meal times
In a monastery is as carefully ordered as the services in chapel,
and it is a far cry from the increasing trend towards cafeteria-
style meals made out of convenience food. Nowadays, families
hardly ever seem to sit down together to a proper meal. One
step towards a more satisfactory life style would be if we all
resolved to have a proper formal meal at least once a week.

20



This ties up with another important aspect of Benedictine
life: hospitality. ‘Guests are never lacking in a monastery.’ Here
again, we have to observe a mean. We must be welcoming and
generous, but not lavish or pretentious. We must give our time
freely to other people, and yet not so overdo it that our home
and family life is destroyed by the demands made on us. First,
we must make a home, and then we must be able to share
it—not only with those we find congenial, or those able to
respond in kind. So much, although inadequately, for work.
Doing things with our hands may not be what we ordinarily
mean by work, but we need some of it in a balanced life.

STUDY

Now I want to say something about study, or reading, which
for many of us is work in the sense that it is what we are
expected or required to do, and for some people, reading is
work in the sense that they would find it far easier and more
congenial to scrub floors. But God gave us all minds and expects
us to use them, even if he has the sense not to expect the same
standard of performance from us all. If our Christian faith is to
develop, if we are to become really converted, we need to use
our minds, to explore the faith and its implications. To those
who have read so far, I am preaching to the converted; but it
would surprise them how many people imagine that their
Confirmation classes taught them all they will ever need to
know about religion, and never for the rest of their lives open
even the simplest religious paperback.

In discussing reading, there are some distinctions I deliberately
do not draw. We commonly keep religious and secular reading
in separate compartments, and further subdivide the devotional
from the academic. We then ask ourselves what Benedict had
in mind when he devoted a fair slice of the day to lectio divina:
was it limited to the slow and meditative reading of scripture or
did it include what we would call theological study? Surely it
excluded secular authors—whose survival from antiquity we
actually owe to monastic copyists! For myself, I do not find
it helpful to distinguish rigidly between the devotional use of
scripture and its critical and exegetical study; nor do I find
prayer nourished solely by so-called ‘spiritual reading’.
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One must of course give time to Bible-reading, and there are
more ways than one of tackling it, just as there are more ways
than one of going round an exhibition. Sometimes one goes
catalogue in hand from picture to picture, sometimes one sits
quietly in front of one favourite picture just soaking it up. The
only useless way is to rush round and take nothing in, and that
is what we do when we read a portion a day at high speed
without stopping to think. But careful study of a whole book of
the Bible and prolonged meditation on a single passage are
equally legitimate, and both find a place in a balanced and
genuinely developing Christian life. Again, one should lay a
foundation of basic knowledge and conviction by reading a
few of the appropriate books on doctrine or church history or
ethics, but it is quite impossible to be sure in advance what then
will help one most to grow in the faith. It may indeed be
another book on a specifically religious theme; it may just as
well be a novel or a biography, a scientific work or a book of
poetry. I spend as much time reading as I can, and I never know
whether to define it as work or pleasure. The thriller I take on
holiday frequently suggests an idea for a sermon. Reading
anything—except utter rubbish—enlarges the mind and increases
our capacity to respond to God.

Benedict placed great stress on reading, but of course in his
day it had a rather different character from what it has for us.
Books were hand-written, valuable and scarce, and few people
could read silently. They therefore read fewer books, more
slowly, than we do; and what they read they absorbed more
thoroughly. As Dom Jean Leclercq says, ‘before the Fathers’
texts were passed on to us they had been appreciated through
being read with alove and devotion that made reading a prayer.’
Here, perhaps, the people who read little have an advantage over
those who read fast and read a great deal, because they are not
overloading their memory and their imagination. We should by
all means read widely, but perhaps we should keep a few books
for regular re-reading, so that what they have to teach us is really
absorbed and becomes so much part of us that we do not even
realize when we are drawing on them.

Again, for Benedict’s age there was no alternative to reading
books; but we have the mass media and all kinds of audio-visual

22



aids. While it1is true that an image is often more memorable and
effective than a thousand words, there are dangers in this. From
watching programmes on all kinds of subjects we have never
seriously studied, we may acquire a superficial smattering that is
worse than ignorance; and from seeing everything represented
for us with no effort on our part, our imagination may atrophy;
and that would be disastrous not only for our aesthetic and
emotional life but also for our devotional and moral develop-
ment. Prayer and intercession and active compassion all involve
the exercise of imagination which reading—or listening to sound
radio—help us to develop and watching pictures may stifle.
Arthur Ransome once wrote:

A good book is not merely a thing that keeps a child (or a grown-up
person) amused while reading. It is an experience he shares, something
that he himself lives. It calls upon faculties that grow with use and
atrophy without it. It peoples his world and lets him share in other lives,
enriches by exercising his own power of imaginative living and so
enriches life itself for him ... A man’s whole life is the poorer if he has
not been thus enriched in childhood and youth. For this no picture
papers, no cinema films that depend not on things imagined
but on things actually demonstrated to the eye, are any
substitute.’

One further point about our study and reading. In Dom Jean
Leclercq’s study of medieval monastic culture, The Love of
Learning and the Desire for God, he distinguished between
monastic and scholastic education and use of texts. The monks
were looking for material to feed contemplation, the schoolmen
for material to furnish arguments. Such a distinction between
contemplative and controversial theology tallies with another
distinction drawn by the Orthodox: ‘With you in the West’,
they say, ‘a theologian is a man who reads books and knows
about people who knew God; with us, a theologian is a man
who prays and knows God.” Theology has become an academic
discipline which can be pursued without any personal com-
mitment to the search for God. Something of this attitude of
scientific detachment is true in the study of almost any subject
at present, and those who earn their living as academics have to
spend time on that kind of critical study that ‘murders to
dissect’, but we must be aware of what we are doing. For our
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development as Christians we are more concerned with what
will nourish us and feed our imagination, our personal growth
and our life of prayer; even if that kind of reading is relegated
to our spare time, we still cannot do without it.

PRAYER

As with the place in our lives of work and study, the main
lesson of the Benedictine Rule concerning prayer is a matter of
balance of both private and corporate prayer. The Benedictine
Rule gives a great deal of space to precise and dertailed
instructions about the daily Office, which breaks up the whole
day with prayer at set times from early morning to late evening.
There is no provision for a daily Mass, and there are no set times
for private prayer as such, because it is assumed that the monks
will spend whatever time they can praying in chapel. But the
time given to /ectio, the prayerful meditation on scripture,is the
equivalent of private prayer. To some extent the manual work
could also be counted as a contemplative activity. In later
centuries this balance is lost and we find a markedly different
pattern of life established in the active communities, and
amongst lay people whose sole form of corporate worship is the
Eucharist, with the Office having no part in their private prayer.

What can we say about the present? Nearly thirty years ago,
Martin Thornton in Pastoral Theology: A Reorientation and in
Christian Proficiency advocated what he saw as the pattern laid
down in the Prayer Book—the Eucharist once a week, the Office
twice a day, and as much private prayer as you can find time
for: a pattern that can be summed up in the acronym MOP,
standing for Mass, Office, Prayer. For years I have been trying
to teach this pattern, but I realize that the Office is the hardest
part to justify and put into practice. Partly it is that an Office
said privately is almost a contradiction in terms; it is a public
duty. But partly because it is difficult to apply the pattern
to present conditions. The Prayer Book, in conflating and
simplifying the seven monastic Offices to give us Mattins and
Evensong, intended to make the monastic type of prayer
accessible to ordinary people in parishes. The monasteries had
been abolished, but every parish church was intended to be a
centre of daily prayer, with the parson ringing the bell morning
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and evening and his people coming to join him in saying Office.

As we all know, it has not worked; and now, with the
endless confusion of Office books and lectionaries even clergy
find it difficult to worship together on the rare occasions when
they have the chance. There is a place for regular corporate
worship other than the Eucharist in a balanced prayer life,
though how to supply it has become a problem for us.

We need to recover the ancient practice of praying the
psalms, even if we all make up some simple daily Office of our
own. The Benedictine Office as originally envisaged was simply
a way of reciting the entire psalter once a week. The psalms
were almost the whole content of the Office and they remain
the core of the Office even if only one psalm, or part of a psalm,
is said at a time. Those who do use them regularly find them
almost endlessly rich and nourishing, as Bonhoeffer testifies
from another tradition in his essay, The Psalms: Prayer Book of
the Bible.® At sung Mattins in an average Anglican church the
psalm is only one item in an hourlong exercise of reading,
praying and preaching, but it was probably wise of Cranmer to
allow a month for reciting the psalms rather than a week—the
new Roman Office follows this precedent, without acknow-
ledgement. It is true that only clergy are under any formal
obligation to say the Office, but we must remember that early
monasteries were mainly lay and the Office belongs to what was
originally a lay spirituality.

SILENCE

Finally, one must say a word about sience. The monastic day
involves substantial periods of silence. Elderly people living
alone may go all day without speaking to a soul, involuntary
hermits with all too much time on their hands. But most of us
can never get enough peace and quiet. Yet silence is essential for
growth in prayer. Even if we cannot fit it in every day, we do
need to contrive a longish period of real, complete silence once
in a while, and use it for extended meditative or contemplative
prayer. One reason our prayer life is shallow is because we
usually come together only for the Eucharist which certainly is
central to our lives, but is not the whole of our public worship.
Our corporate prayer is also limited when it is not backed by
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substantial periods of contemplative solitude and prayer, such as
would have been provided by a day spent in meditative reading
and manual labour. In the noise and conflicting demands of
twentieth-century life we can only find odd corners here and
there for the things that matter most, but find them we mustif we
are, however slowly, to be converted.
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ST JOHN OF THE CROSS: A SYMPOSIUM

SISTER ROSEMARY SLG

Stand in the village square at Fontiveros today and shout, ‘Juan!’
and, we were told, all the boys within earshot will come running;
shout, ‘Teresa!’ and the girls will come as well. Both the great
founders of the Carmelite Reform are still loved and alive in the
place where St John of the Cross was born on 24 June (the Feast
of St John the Baptist) 1541. Two years ago the fourth centenary
of St Teresa’s death was celebrated not only in Spain, where she
is the patron saint, but throughout the Church and especially in
the Carmelite Order; the Friars in this country marked the
occasion with a five-day symposium on St Teresa. Such was its
usefulness and success that this year’s symposium on St John
followed as a natural consequence and counterpart to it.

But to present a symposium on St John of the Cross is a more
difficult task: St Teresa deservedly has a reputation for holy
common sense and down-right humanity, we can love her easily

26



and feel at once, aswe read her books and letters, that she is one
of us—not so St John of the Cross who shares his namesake’s
reputation for formidable austerity. Yet the first thing the
gospels say about St John the Baptist is that he leapt for joy at
the sound of Mary’s voice, and that image can illuminate St John
of the Cross for us too: the quickening of St John the Baptist
has been likened to the life of those who pray in darkness and
silence in the heart of the Church and who know there the hidden
joy of Christ’s coming. It is as fitting that Juan kept his bap-
tismal name when he entered the Carmelite Order as that he
added the dedication ‘of the Cross’ when he joined St Teresa’s
Reform. Lyric joy before Christ the Bridegroom and the
doctrine of the Cross are equally characteristic of him and
central simply because they are central to the Gospel. He is
truly represented not as the Doctor of zada and absolute
negation but as the Doctor of Divine Love who, as such,is
concerned with the fullest realization of our human potential.

It is as Doctor of Divine Love that the Discalced Carmelite
Friars chose to present their founder in this symposium, and they
did so rather in the spirit of a near contemporary of St John who
said, ‘Our Mother Teresa wrote for the advanced, and our Father
Fra John of the Cross for beginners’ (Fra Joseph de Jesus-Maria
ODC, 1562-1629). What emerged was a clear encouragement to
learn directly from St John himself, and many indications of
how to do so.

How should one begin? By reading the works of St John of
the Cross. In our own century St John of the Cross has been
named a Doctor of the universal Church; this means that whoever
he was originally writing for (and he was indeed writing for spe-
cific people whom he knew within his own Order) all Christians
can turn to his teaching with confidence and expect to find there
‘substantial and solid doctrine’. To read intelligently we need to
take into account the original context and the warnings and ex-
planations St John himself gives to his reader; we need, what may
be more difficult, a realistic appraisal of our own situation; but
we need above all to let St John himself speak to us and be his
own interpreter. This means becoming thoroughly familiar with
his works and reading them again and again—this is St John’s own
advice from the Prologue to the Ascent:

27



The reader should not be surprised if this doctrine on the dark night
(through which a soul advances toward God) appears somewhat obscure.
This, I believe, will be the case as he begins to read, but as he reads on he
will understand it better, since the latter parts will explain the former.
Then, if he reads this work a second time, the matter will seem clearer
and the doctrine sounder.

Different speakers gave us different advice as to where to
begin: begin with the minor works, with the Maxims and the
Letters, then you will begin to get to know St John as a person;
begin with the poem ‘The Spiritual Canticle’, or with the Living
Flame of Love and you will catch a glimpse of the vision which
captivated him, without which nothing will make sense; begin
with the Ascent/Dark Night for that is where the foundations are
laid; if you only ever read the poems you will have the heart of
the matter. ‘All St John’s knowledge resonates in every word he
writes, every note holds the whole music.” So it does not seem to
matter much where you begin, aslong as you begin: the impor-
tant thing is to read him as you can and where you are, and not
worry that on any one occasion there is much that passes you by.
Allison Peers’ translation, available in five separate volumes or in
one volume asthe Complete Works, remains the standard English
text; it is largely a matter of taste whether you prefer its rather
mannered prose or the directness of the more recent Kavanagh-
Rodriguez translation (Collected Works, 1963) which is equally
reliable. Roy Campbell has best captured the quality and spirit
of the poems, though his translation is less than strictly accurate.

The writings of St John that we have all belong to the last
thirteen years of his life, and it is interesting that most of them
were therefore unknown to St Teresa. His major works take the
form of love poems and his commentaries on them, for his
burden is ‘God’s strange and extraordinary love’. St John’s
primary source for his writingsand doctrine was his own intimate
experience of that love, known in its fullness for the first time
when he was imprisoned in Toledo, and celebrated in the first
thirty-one stanzas of the ‘Spiritual Canticle’ which date from that
time. Outward circumstances of extreme deprivation, for reasons
which even then must have been very hard to explain, were not
justanimage of hismystical experience but coincided with it and
enabled it. He reached a summit of the spiritual life from which
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he was able to see the whole way that has to be travelled, and
because of that he writes with confidence and sympathy for those
who can hardly see one step ahead and are baffled by their diffi-
culties and the obstacles which multiply as they advance towards
God. There is a marvellous unity between St John’s writings and
his life and experience, so that reading his life may be our best
doorway into his doctrine. Both are ‘intelligible only in the light
of infinite love’ (Fr Norbert).

The effect of that lighton St John of the Cross was illustrated
for me by slides of his native Castile where the brilliant sunshine
is thrown into relief by black shadows: move from the gloom of
shuttered houses into such brightness and you would be blinded,
seeing would be acutely painful—as so often during the confer-
ence a phrase from our Rule sprang to my mind, ‘mind, body and
spirit must be purified by penitence and trained to familiarity
with the things of God’. As Fr Trueman Dicken pointed out, the
crux lies in our attitude to suffering: St John assumes something
that we in our generation are losing or have lost, an overwhel-
ming sense of the divine providence. Assuming that God is both
allloving and in sovereign control of everything, he did not
find suffering the worst of all evils, for sin alone is that, rather
suffering is the answer to the problem of evil because it is used
by God to bring us back to him. Here is St John writing to
Dona Juana in Granada in a time of suffering:

. . . I believe I have received all your letters. And I have felt your grief,
afflictions, and loneliness. These, in silence, ever tell me so much that
the pen cannot declare it. They are all comparable to knocks and
rappings at the door of your soul that it might love more, for they
cause more prayer and spiritual sighs to God that He might fulfill the
soul’s petition. . . . God will provide what is best. God watches over the
affairs of those who truly love Him without their worrying about them.
God does not give us what we want but, always, what we need,
as a loving parent would. He longs for us to grow up into ‘the
measure of thestature of the fullness of Christ’ and he deals with
us, in everything that happens to us, so that we may learn to do
this. This is the context of St John’s strange petition, ‘Lord,
what I wish you to give me are sufferings to be borne for your
sake’: he was choosing more love, not suffering for its own sake
but as a means to the fullest union with Christ.
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In The Ascent of Mount Carmel (bk. 2, ch. 17) St John states
three basic principles of the way in which God deals with us:
whatever is done is done under God’s control; God arranges all
things gently; God deals with everything according to its nature.
But within our common humanity there is an infinite particu-
larity which God respects;he deals with no two people in exactly
the same way, so we may be glad that St John had access to the
experience of many others besides his own. He must have learnt
from St Teresa, but also surely from her nuns and from the many
ordinary lay-people to whom he was confessor. We may surmise
that they, like us, even if not destined for mystical union in this
life, alternated between pain and joy and had in their lives traces
and elements of both ‘night’ and glory. ‘Most of us get stuck in
some form of the dark night—we say we have had enough and try
to escape from suffering’; by implication, our own experience
can be for us a way in to St John’s teaching.

Two other major sources are immediately evident in his
writing: Scripture and scholastic philosophy. Here another slide
comes to my mind, one which showed the great doorway to the
University of Salamanca—imposing, elaborate, a combination of
classical balance and medieval intricacy—and another of the
lecture hall and pulpit from which St John would have taught and
disputed. As a member of one of the most illustrious universities
in Europe he was athome in a highly sophisticated thought-world
which has become strange to us. Alison Wilson’s lectures on the
Dark Night/Ascent took us through the technicalities of the
scholastic theory of knowledge, and the scholastic model of
human nature, with masterly and relentless clarity, and showed
thatin St John’s hands they are a subtle instrument in the service
of mystical theology. If we by-pass the necessary homework on
scholasticism much of St John’s imagery will be lost on us.

But sometimes classical logic seems to fly in the face of expe-
rience and then St John’s absolute statements of ascetic teaching
have to be applied with common sense. Here is Fr Trueman
Dicken commenting on the scholastic dictum, much used by St
John, that ‘two contraries cannot co-exist in the same subject’:
‘Basically this means that you cannot serve God and mammon—
but most of us do! What St John means is that any space in us
occupied by our own will and concerns will be lack of God. If we
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vacate that space, God will fill it. It is a situation of flux and re-
flux—we manage to clear our self will, but it flows back; then, by
grace, we clear it again. The spiritual life is a course of becoming
increasingly empty ofself and filled with God.’ Or, as Fr Nicholas
Madden put it, St John’s view of man is dynamic, he is always
either moving towards or away from his true end which is the
love of God.

Let the last word be on St John’s use of Scripture: he draws
from it as a unity which speaks everywhere of Christ, and Christ
is all, the treasure hidden in the field, the pearl of great price. We
have been considering ways in to St John’s teaching, here we
encounter the Way. St John says, devastatingly, that Christ is to
a great extent unknown by those who consider themselves his
friends because they seek their own way rather than his. The Way
which is Christ is the narrow path leading to eternal life, sheer
grace, the secret ladder, the only path that leads to the summit
of Mount Carmel, its character indicated by the words, ‘nothing,
nothing, nothing, nothing, nothing, nothing, even on the Mount,
nothing.’ In the context of revelation that means ‘no hindrances’,
freedom which already partakes of the character of beatitude.

In a passage which we read at Night Office just before
Christmas St John represents God speaking thus of Christ: ‘If I
have already told you all things in My Word, My Son, and if I
have no other word, what answer or revelation can I now make
that would surpass this? Fasten your eyes on Him alone . . . in
Him you shall discover even more than you ask for and desire.’
(Ascent, bk. 2, ch. 22:5) StJohn’s doctrine is utterly dependent
on revelation and for this reason it does not end in darkness but
unending light.

The symposium, ‘St Jobn of the Cross, Doctor of Divine Love’ included
the following lectures: Norbert Cummins ODC, ‘Doctor of Divine Love’
and ‘Foretaste of Glory’; Alison Wilson, The Ascent of Mount Carmel and
The Dark Night of the Soul; Trueman Dicken, ‘The Importance of Faith
for St Jobn of the Cross’ and ‘Passive Contemplation according to St Jobn
of the Cross’; Nicholas Madden ODC, ‘St Jobn of the Cross and bis Under-
standing of Man’.

Some of these are to be made available on edited cassette tapes (£3.00 each)
in January 1985 from: The Carmelite Priory, Boars Hill, Oxford OX1 5HB.
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BOOKS

MY FATHER TOOK ME TO THE CIRCUS, Religious Life
From Within, Prue Wilson. Darton, Longman and Todd, 1984.
£3.95.ISBN 0232 51615 4.

ON THE PERIMETER, Caroline Blackwood at Greembam
Common. Fontana Paperbacks, 1984. £1.95.
ISBN 0 00 654123 2.

If I wanted to be factitious, I could describe these two very
interesting books by exchanging their titles. The first is the
autobiography of a contemporary religious of the Society of the
Sacred Heart, the second is an extended article by a novelist
reporting on the women’s peace camps near Newbury. Both
seek to correct a superficial impression of the living out of the
commitments of being a modern religious or peace woman.

Sister Prue Wilson’s account of her forty years as a member
of this large Roman Catholic teaching order—more than forty
years in fact, since she is also a product of her order’s boarding
schools—is an attempt ‘to share a personal experience of evo-
lution and revolution within myself and in the congregationto’
which I belong’ (p. 35). But being the very perceptive woman
that she evidently is, she takes us beyond the experience of one
individual in the midst of such changes. We are given a pre-
sentation of the issues and assumptions that lay behind many of
the reforms undertaken by religious over the past twenty years
since Vatican II, issues that are relevant to the whole Church.

Earlier generations had sought to express a vision of the
religious life as a life apart from the world. The drastic changes
in the image of the religious life, particularly that of women
religious who abandoned the habit and practice of enclosure,are
a result of a different attitude towards the value of this life
deliberately ‘on the perimeter’ so to speak, and the desire of the
Church to express its unity with all men, especially the poor.

You may ask what prompted a former principal of a college
and later Provincial of her order to such a re-examination of her
life and affirmation of reform:

I have described something of the life of the boarding-school world
in various other places in this book. The temptation is to indulge in
a ‘do you remember?’ because the shared experiences of nuns and
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children are worth remembering. Ivan Illich used the word ‘conviviality’
in the context of education, and it is the best I can think of to describe
the vitality and creativity, the friendship and interaction of ideas and
ideals of the period leading up to the early 1960’s when we all seemed
to speak the same language and when we explored ideas from the same
safe starting-point. It was above all, and this was its greatest strength,
an experience of community, a wide community which was able to
celebrate life. But we did not see that we reflected the pre-Vatican-II
Church all too well. We were still educating out of a presumption that
the answer to human questions remained unchanged, and that though
argument and exploration were good, somehow, somewhere, answers
were safely stored up for opportune production. I have compared the
Church’s world vision with that of the Ptolemaic solar system. So was
ours, psychologically, and so was the language we were using, while
intellectually we were operating in a world that was post-Einstein. We
could not know that the result of this was not so much a new dualism,
but a sort of schizophrenia. (pp. 116-17)

Sister Prue writes with a sense of urgency and with great
conviction that the reforms that have occurred are a way
towards personal freedom and ‘a joy I never knew existed’.
Following Henri Nouwen, she chooses the image of the clown,
‘clowns in this circus of life’, to describe the role of religious in
the Church of the future, a Church free of the old image of the
religious life and of a bureaucratic structure. She says ‘Let us, as
women who are nuns, prophesy to you by our lives which try to
make legalism into relationship, and which try to live out, in the
microcosm of community, a wholeness and a dependence on the
Spirit which is your greatest gift to struggling, searching human
kind.” (p. 86)

Caroline Blackwood’s book also looks to the future, but with
much less optimism. She evidently spent quite a lot of time
visiting the protest camps, becoming acquainted with many of
the women, and also interviewing citizens of Newbury (including
members of RAGE, Ratepayers Against Greenham Encamp-
ments) in an attempt to check the truth of the unflattering
descriptions of the women that abound. It appears she is giving
us a fair and comprehensive report. In a rather unstructured
way she offers a lot of information that makes fascinating
reading. We learn about the types of women that come to the
camps, from nuns to greyhaired grandmothers, people from all
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over the world, young women with children and professional
women who have given up their jobs to be in the camps:

The woman’s protest outside the Cruise missile base was a protest of
feeling rather than a political one. It had a common-sense approach
which could not be palmed off with any sophisticated reassurances of
the power of ‘deterrents’ and the importance of military mastery. It had
assumptions and convictions so basic that they could easily be dismissed
as simplistic. It was the protest of all the women who had ever looked
after children. It gave a black warning that came direct from personal
experience. ‘If you let children play with dangerous instruments, it

won’t be very long before there is a hideous accident.” . . . The
Greenham women were quite prepared to take on all the hostility and
derision that their role was traditionally bound to arouse . . . [they]

had given up caring that they had the most disgusting public image.
Many of their supporters wished they could be made to care more. They
wished the young girls wouldn’t paint their faces with webs and wear
punk hair-styles. They wished the lesbians could be persuaded to be
more restrained. But the peace women felt all these considerations were
really immaterial and frivolous. What did it matter how they dressed?
What did it matter what any of them were like as individuals? They had
never claimed to be plaster saints. (pp. 35-36 passim)

One wouldn’t want to make exaggerated claims for the peace
women, but it is interesting to note that at a time when
religious abandon the habit and choose to look like the rest of
the people in ‘the world’, the women on the other side of the
perimeter are the ones shaving their heads and making a point of
looking as different as possible. In their witness for peace they
also accept personal deprivations, discomfort and abuse that
remind one of the heroic asceticism of the desert fathers. Here
we have another kind of clown in the circus of life.

I was astounded to realize the very grim conditions of the
camps, the loneliness, endless wet and cold, and fear of attack
at night, and not least of all, the repeated evictions when all
their supplies and personal possessions were confiscated.

While I was attending trials in the law courts of Newbury, the women
of Blue Gate were evicted. When I next went back there, the benders
[makeshift tents] had ceased to exist. . . . The perimeter now had an
unsullied, unchallenged greyness. It looked triumphant and immoveable
as it reigned over the countryside with its rolling entanglements of
barbed wire.
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But although the camp had been wiped out, a little group of Green-
ham women were still there. They were sitting in a circle in the mud. As
usual, it was bitterly cold.

They didn’t speak very much. They just sat there as if they were
having a make-believe picnic in mime. The food and the fire all had to
be imagined. In reality, they now had nothing except mud.

The women always sat very quietly after any eviction. They behaved
as if they had been winded and needed some time to recover their
breath. (p. 79)

What I think is significant in the witness of the peace camps
1s the steadfastness of the women in this apparently useless
gesture (which reminds me in some ways of our own night vigils
for peace), and the irrational behaviour of their opponents. As
with some of the reforms in religious life, it would seem that it
1s women taking a step forward that adds to the difficulty.
Ms Blackwood was witness to two rather bizarre incidents that I
imagine are not rare. It is worth pondering the way a situation
like the protest camps can arouse surprising extremes of reaction
and reveal aspects of human nature we are tempted to forget.
Which brings me back to one of Sister Prue Wilson’s statements
about the background of the reforms she advocates:

The change was asked for because of the new insights of theology.
Religious responding to the call to renewal realized only gradually that
their way of life reflected a theology still locked in the great divide of
sacred versus secular, Christian versus the world. It was a way of life
often over-concentrated on a crucified Christ and on a theology of the
cross. .. (p.7)

With all respect for the aims of reform and a vision of the
Church proposed in the first of these two books, I think the
poverty of human nature on the brink of disaster shown in
the second book has helped me see the true meaning of reform
and the urgency with which we must all pray for our own
conversion. I wonder if ‘the new insights of theology’ go deep
enough. Lest our concept of renewal become a mere reaction to
the past and imitation of the ways of the world, it must begin in
the depths of the heart. Our confidence cannot be in ourselves,
but indeed, in our crucified Lord. A situaton like Greenham
Common shows how deeply we are in need of Christ’s
reconciliation. The vicissitudes of history and human nature can
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only be understood in the light of the Cross and it is from the
light of the Cross that we look to the future. God forbid that I
should glory, save in the Cross of our Lord Jesus Christ.

SISTER JANE ANTONY SLG

POLITICS AND THEOLOGICAL IDENTITY: Two Anglican
Essays. David Nicholls and Rowan Williams.
Jubilee Publications. £1.00.

LIBERATION THEOLOGY AND BRITISH CHRISTIANS.
Terry Drummond and Mary Pepper.
Jubilee Publications. 50 pence.

Is there not an insurmountable contradiction between Angli-
canism, with its history of establishment, and the notion of God
as champion of the cause of the poor—a theme central to what
has come to be known as Liberation Theology? Rowan Williams
takes us back to the roots of New Testament Christianity,
seeking to show ‘that liberation theologies are genuinely
anchored in the assumptions behind any serious preaching of
the gospel’, and reveals that this is not althogether the case.
There are also, it seems, strains in Anglican tradition that can
be seen as compatible with the Liberation thesis.

That God is a God who liberates is the starting point for
Williams. In first-century Palestine and the Greco-Roman world
this was experienced as freedom from the domination of demons
and other evil powers thought to exist on a spiritual plane, but
as human society has changed, and our understanding of both
the psyche and social and political relations has developed, we
are confronted with new forms of oppression with which God,
as essentially the One who liberates, is no less concerned. An
unwillingness to enter into genuine dialogue with secular
analyses of social and political reality—dialogue which cannot
preclude Marxism for any serious student of modern society—
accounts in part for the apparent irrelevance of much of
Christian teaching to all but some of the actual or aspiring
middle classes in Britain.

A more crucial consideration, however—developed by both
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Williams and Nicholls with a wealth of illustration from the
prominent Anglo-Catholic thinkers (men like Figgis and F.D.
Maurice)—lies in the dialectical link between knowledge (which
includes theological understanding) and socio-economic
relationships. The so-called ‘Christian Socialists’, for instance,
with their origins in the benevolent paternalism of Britain’s
privileged classes, were unable to see beyond the modified
capitalism of a Welfare State ideology, and failed to recognize
the structural injustice perpetrated in our institutions. Christians
who find themselves numbered among the exploited and
oppressed are more radical in their demands.

To those who claim that religion and politics should be kept
distinct, the point has to be pressed home that there is no
religion or theology independent of political or social experience
in the first place. What we come to know of God arises from an
experience of life, since that determines the questions we ask.
Grass-roots organizations within the Latin American church,
known as ‘basic communities’, while centring themselves on the
Eucharist, place great emphasis on the Word of God in Bible
study. It is there that they have discovered the God of the
Exodus—the God who calls his people from under the yoke of
oppression. To those who object that the God of the Exodus is
not the Christian God, may I suggest that oppression takes
different forms, not always overtly political. Was there not
liberation too in the forgiveness made freely available to the
repentant sinner? in the yoke easy to bear and the burden that
was light?

David Nicholls’ address may be of less interest to those outside
the Anglo-Catholic tradition since his focus is on the differing
tendencies that underlie the thought of the Tractarians. However
as Christians we all share to some extent their bias towards
either a predominantly optimistic (Incarnationalist) or pessi-
mistic (Redemptionist) view of basic human nature, and the
study gives us a thorough and convincing demonstration of
the political determinants and political implications of the
theological ideas developed by these Victorian churchmen. We
see too that, far from retreating into a ‘spiritualized’ or quietist
version of religion, these fathers of the Oxford Movement made
vigorous and conscious efforts to draw out the practical and
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political implications of their faith.

Terry Drummond’s valuable contribution, which comes from
an Evangelical perspective, is to provide a clear summary of the
major themes in the Liberation theologians, accompanied by a
call for a comparable practical theology in Britain and a similar
commitment to the poor. Mary Pepper offers a perceptive
criticism of one attempt, the ‘Urban Theology’ of John Vincent,
which suffers from a deliberate anti-intellectualism that is
foreign to the Liberation theologians. This is shown to be
rooted in unexamined middle-class attitudes, as 1is the
description of Western European experiments in ‘basic com-
munity’ that we owe to David Clark. Here individualism is the
key—such alternative organizations being seen not as pioneering
a more just and ‘Christian’ wider society, but as allowing
individuals an ‘escape’ from the consequences of the worst
excesses of capitalism.

The essays are not easy reading. We middle-class Christians
are too well off, too comfortable, to know where we stand. We
close our minds when we hear of Marxism, but is capitalism any
more Christian?—if it is Christian at all. We baulk at the very
suggestion of violent resistance, but is there not a greater wrong
in collusion? It is harder for a rich man to enter the Kingdom
than for a camel to go through the eye of a needle.

RACHAEL SWEETING

Jubilee Publications are obtainable from: Jubilee Group,
St Clement’s House, Sirdar Road, London W11.
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BOOKS RECEIVED

From Collins Publishers

Christian Mysticism Today, William Johnston. £5.95

The Case Against God, Gerald Priestland. £4.95

Collins Fount Paperbacks

In Christ All Things Hold Together, An Introduction to Christian
Doctrine, Jock Stein and Howard Taylor. £1.95

The Wise Man from the West, Matteo Ricci and bis mission to
China, Vincent Cronin. £2.50

From Darton Longman and Todd

Be Our Voice, The Story of Michael Bourdeaux and Keston
College, Jenny Robertson. £1.95

An Ovatory of the Heart, Daily Readings with Brother Lawrence,
Arranged and introduced by Robert Llewelyn. £1.95

The Flame of Divine Love, Daily Readings with Jean-Pierre de
Caussade, Arranged and introduced by Robert Llewelyn.
£1.95

The Rule of Saint Augustine, Introductionand Commentary by
Tarsicius J. Van Bavel OSA, Translated by Raymond
Canning OSA. £2.95 (£6.95 hb)

All in the End is Harvest, An Anthology for those who Grieve,
Edited by Agnes Whitaker, Published in association with
CRUSE. £3.95

The Family of the Church, Cormac Murphy-O’Connor. £3.95

God’s World God’s Body, Grace Jantzen. £6.95

Midwinter Spring, Coming late to Prayer, Susan Coupland. £2.95

Simple Prayer, John Dalrymple. £2.95

Ways of Imperfection, An Exploration of Christian Spirituality,
Simon Tugwell OP. £5.95

My Fatber took me to the Circus, Prue Wilson. £3.95

From SPCK

A Chain of Love, Mother Teresa and her Suffering Disciples,
Presented by Kathryn Spink. £1.50
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COMMUNITY NOTES: Postscript

On November 20th Sister Ada of the Epiphany died peacefully,
aged eighty-six. For several years she had been unable to do
anything for herself, although the Sisters who looked after her
in the Infirmary kept her as much as possible involved in
Community life; and her wheel chair was always among those in
Chapel for important occasions. Everyone visited her as often as
they could, and benefitted from her beaming smile and un-
expected caustic remarks, usually humorous and deprecating
herself, which even when her mind was thoroughly confused
remained characteristic of her.

Sister Ada came to the Community when she was nearly
sixty having spent most of her working life as a missionary
nurse in India. First her inability to do things for other people,
and finally the fact that other people had to do everything for
her, were hard for her to accept. But eventually she did manage
to come to terms with physical and mental diminishment, and
we can only be glad with her now in her spiritual freedom.
Appropriately the response to the psalm at the Eucharist on the
morning of the day she died was ‘Our soul is escaped even as a
bird out of the snare of the fowler.” (Ps. 124:7)

MOTHER SLG

Fairacres Chronicle

The first issue of the Chronicle was published in 1967 to be a
link between the Community and the Fellowship of the Love of
God, and our other associates. But as the number of people in
contact with the Community has increased in recent years, the
Chromicle has evolved parallel to our response to this develop-
ment. When you renew your subscription, please will you also
send us any comments you may have on the Chronicle? We
would like to know whether or not it is meeting the needs and
hopes of our present larger and more varied readership.

EDITOR
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SLG AND ASSOCIATES

NEW MEMBERS

FLG
Mrs Rosemary Brannan, 1 Melville Terrace, Eskbank, Dalkeith, EH22 3AR
Scotland
Revd Robert Whyte, 6 Ashley Gardens, Rusthall, Tunbridge Wells, Kent
TN4 8TY
Dr Maro Laxton, Beechfield, Hookwood Lane, Ampfield, Romsey, Hants.
SO5 9BZ
Mrs R.A.Bannock, Court Lodge, The Street, Teston, Maidstone, Kent
ME18 5AQ

R.I.P.

Miss Caroline Victor, Greenview Nursing Home, 165 Worcester Road,
Malvern, Worcs. WR14 1ET

CHANGES OF ADDRESS
FLG

Dss Iris McIntyre, 5 Cornfield Road, Junys Farm, Devizes, Wilts.
Miss Gillean Russell, 11 Brunel House, York Rise, London NW5
Mrs Amy Purdon, ‘Burley’, 419 Meadow Lane, Iffley, Oxford, OX4 4ED
Dr Julia Smith and Dr Christopher Palmer, 1 Westward Green, West
Monkseaton, Whitley Bay, Tyne and Wear, NE25 9SB
Mrs S.M.Whittle, General Theological Seminary, 175 Ninth Ave, New
York, NY, 10011, USA
Mrs Edith Banning, 6 Hobson Road, Summertown, Oxford, OX2 7JX
Miss Frances J. Moffett, 9 Etloe House, Church Road, Leyton, London
E10 7DF

COMPANIONS

Miss Veronica Madge, Brookside Mews, Park Road, Ashbourne, Derbyshire
DE6 1FN
Miss Ursula Waterhouse, Walfeton Manor, Charminster, Dorchester, Dorset
DT2 9QN

PRIEST ASSOCIATE
Revd John Cullen, Worcester College, Oxford

We apologise that in the Summer issue of the Chronicle we inadvertently
included Mrs Pauline Seddon and Mrs Isobel Ryrie as new FLG members,
which is incorrect.



NEW FAIRACRES PUBLICATIONS

BRINGING FORTH CHRIST: The Five Feasts of the Child Jesus by
St Bonaventure. Translated with an Introduction by Eric Doyle OFM.
SLG Press 1984 (Fairacres Publication 90). Price 75 pence.

The short though profoundly mystical work, The Five Feasts of the Child
Jesus, which is presented here in a new translatdon, came from the pen of
St Bonaventure, Bishop and Doctor of the Church and one of the most
renowned followers of St Francis of Assisi. We are given five meditations
on scenes in the life of Christ. Contrary to what one might expect from
the title, however, the theme of these meditations is spiritual motherhood,
namely the doctrine concerning the mystical birth of God’s Word in the
soul and the vocation of every Christian to become a mother of Christ.
Men and women alike are invited to fashion their spiritual lives on Mary,
the Mother of the Lord and image of the Church, and to develop the
maternal element in their nature.

ERIC DOYLE was a priest of the Franciscan Order of Friars Minor, and
taught theology and Church bistory at the Franciscan Study Centre, Canter-
bury. He broadcast frequently on BBC radio and ITV and published several
articles on theological topics and two books on Franciscan spirituality. He
completed bis work on this book before bis premature death at 46, just as
it was going to press.

WAYMARKS in the English Religious Tradition by Lorna Kendall.
SLG Press 1984 (Fairacres Publication 91). Price 50 pence.

In 1984 the International Ecumenical Fellowship held its 17th Inter-
national Conference, entitled ‘The Pilgrim’s Way’, at Canterbury. Christians
from many countries and different denominations gathered to worship
together, to get to know each other and to share experiences of Christian
pilgrimage from different traditions and cultural settings.

A unifying feature of the Conference was the daily short meditation on
some aspect of the English spiritual tradition given by Dr Lorna Kendall.
The meditations, which we publish here, comprise simple introductions to
five people whose lives and writings stand as waymarks to guide and
encourage their fellow pilgrims: the Venerable Bede, Julian of Norwich,
Richard Hooker, John Bunyan and, in our own time, Archbishop Michael
Ramsey of Canterbury.

LORNA KENDALL bas been since 1962 Principal Lecturer and Head of
Religious Studies at Christ Church College, Canterbury. Dr Kendall takes
part in ecumenical exchanges, especially in France and England, and is the
author of other studies of spiritual masters as well.

ISSN 0307-1413








