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COMMUNITY NOTES

¢ “Attrition,” wrote Jeremy Taylor, ‘“‘begins with fear. Contrition
hath hope and love in it.” . . . in a word,” continues Philip
Martin, commenting on this in his book Mastery and Mercy,
‘what is called contrition is God-centred sorrow for sin, and
attrition is self-centred sorrow for sin.” Few of us, probably,
started Lent by paying overmuch attention to the ‘Commination
or denouncing of God’s anger and judgments against sinners’
appointed in the Book of Common Prayer to be used on Ash
Wednesday; but this season is a time for recognition and ack-
nowledgement of the great gulf between what we are and what
God would have us be. How seriously does any of us ponder
Christ’s teaching set out in the Gospels of St Matthew, Chapters
V, VI, and VII, and St Luke, Chapter VI? How hopeless it seems
to apply it in our twentiety-century lives, so intermeshed, as
they all are, with values that completely contradict it. There is,
too, the ever-present danger of striving to be what we would
like ourselves to be; and congratulating ourselves on any
apparent success: or of ordering our actions primarily through
fear, as in the definition of attrition given above.

However, by the time we come to Holy Week, we would
hope to have cut loose from all these complexities and be
looking not at ourselves but towards God. Self-centred fear,
attrition, is, as Jeremy Taylor says, ‘a good beginning but no
more’. No doubtitis atleasta start to recognize our deviousness,
but we must not get stuck there, or too much concerned with
our inability to improve ourselves. We have to reach out beyond,
and in spite of, our sinfulness, in the hope and love which
transcend fear.

Love so amazing, so divine

Demands my soul, my life, my all.
In the rhythm of the Church’s year Passiontide and Easter
remind us annually of the tremendous truth of redemption, and
perhaps each time we live through these seasons we see a little
more clearly how impossible it is for creation to save itself and
how inexorable is the claim of the love that has saved, and goes
on saving, us. ‘Contrition hath hope and love in it.” Response to
God’s love requires genuine desire to relate to him as a person,
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and confidence that he gives us the grace to do so. He knows
better than we do what wretched sinners we are, so we do not
have to keep on telling him; he knows that we know we owe
everything to him, and he wants from us not grovelling gratitude
but life-long companionship. If we take seriously at least one
aspect of that complex parable known as the ‘Prodigal Son’ we
can recognize God’s humility in that of the forgiving father who
will not let his erring offspring have what he wishes or deserves,
but sets him by his side to enjoy his company. God is the
supremely good companion, and to share our lives with him ‘we
need not’, as the hymn says, ‘bid for cloistered cell,/ Our
neighbour and our work farewell’, but simply know that he is
interestedly with us in every aspect of our lives.

Prayer, relating to God, so often seems to be regarded as
something ‘extra’, but of course it is as much an integral part of
our existence as the breathing of which we are, generally
speaking, equally unaware. We do need to ensure special times
for ‘God only’—for our sakes, not his, in order to establish the
fact of his primary importance to us, and our desire to have him
with us in everything we do and are. He will be, whether we
wish it or not, and it requires humility on our part to accept his
knowledge about areas of ourselves and our activities which we
would prefer to keep hidden. But here the ‘hope and love’ come
in. ‘A broken and contrite heart, O God, shalt thou not despise,’
(Ps. 51) and if we bring that to him at Easter we know that we
can go humbly and confidently with him into the future.

We in SLG have all been shocked by the sudden death of
Sister Rachel Mary on February 7th, her Profession Anniversary.
She and we knew in December that the cancer she had had six
years ago was again present, and widespread, so she prepared for
death with characteristic common sense and thoroughness. The
many letters we have received since the announcement of her
death testify to the number of lives she has touched for good
during her time in Community, and of course the same is true
among us her sisters in SLG. However, I do not think it is
fanciful to suppose that the dead continue to care for those
they have known and loved—as we certainly do for them.

Other Community events since the last Notes were written
include; Oblate Sister Hilary’s making her Life Promises on
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November 30th; the Profession in First Vows of Sister Rosemary
Noel on December 3rd; the Blessing, on January 7th of Sister
Edna Monica to be Senior Sister at Burwash, with which was
combined thanksgiving for Sister Cynthia’s time in that Office.
Sister Rachel Mary was able to spend the day at Burwash for
this occasion, and after it Sister Cynthia returned to Fairacres.
Sister Sheila CHN (Melbourne), became a Novice SLG on
January 17th. Meg was admitted as an Oblate Sister on Laetare
Sunday, March 29th; now we look forward to Oblate Sister
Joanna’s making her Life Promises on April 15th; and to
Barbara’s being Clothed as a Novice SLG on April 25th.

Father Gerard SsM, who has been with us as Chaplain of
Bede House will be leaving on April 23rd. We shall miss him
very much and are most grateful for all that he has given to
Bede House, its visitors and the SLG Community as a whole.
Please pray for blessings on his future work.

We send you our very best wishes and prayers for Holy Week
and Eastertide, trusting that the ‘good beginning’ made in this
season will daily be renewed in our endless growth in that ‘hope
and love’ which we have been considering, the hope and love
that is not our work, or our initiative, but God’s:

Herein was the love of God manifested in us, that God hath sent his
only begotten Son into the world that we might live through him.
Herein is love, not that we loved God but that he loved us, and sent his
Son to be the propitiation for our sins. (I John 4:9~10)

MOTHER SLG

As we go to press 1 would like to record the death on March
30th of Sister Ruth, in her eighty-eighth year. Sister had a stroke
nine days earlier, but the peacefulness and bappiness of the
intervening time were remarkable and a joy to all of us around
ber. We bave learned too that Oblate Sister Eireme Columba,
one of our earliest Oblates, died on November 30th, and we
were shocked to bear that Mr Rom Jomes, our gardemer at
Burwash, who retired omly last year, bad died unexpectedly
following an operation. May they rest in peace and rise in glory.
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FREE SALVATION
A homily given at Fairacres, 4 January 1987

KENNEDY THOM

IN THE GROCER’S WHERE my mother shopped, there was a
Victorian gadget designed to ensure honesty in shop assistants
and wonder in small boys. The assistant would write down the
items purchased, then put the list and the money into a container
which was attached to an overhead wire. She fired it at a lady
enthroned in a glass cage, who checked the list, calculated the
change, and fired it back along the wire to the assistant.

Well, there are few shop assistants left. In today’s supermarket
the customer selects the goods required, loads them into a trolley
and pays at the check-out.

These reflections on grocers’ shops old and new arose as I
meditated on a verse in today’s gospel: ‘He came to his own
home and his own people received him not’ (Jn. 1: 11, from the
gospel for the second Sunday after Christmas). ‘Received him
not’ is a polite way of saying that he was rejected, and so we
have echoes of Isaiah, he was despised and rejected of men, a
man of sorrows and acquainted with grief’ (Is. 53: 3). ‘Rejected’
means literally, ‘thrown out’, thrown out on to the rubbish tip
of Golgotha. But why?

John when he writes of Jesus’ ‘own people’ refers to the Jews,
of whom Jesus was one. He follows the verse of our text with
the words, ‘But to all who received him, who believed on his
name, he gave power to become children of God’. And that, of
course, is us, the Church, the Christians who do believe in the
name of Jesus. So the rejection is not apparently a problem.
Why the Jews chose to reject Jesus has nothing much to do with
us today.

Or has it? If the Jews were, and still are, the chosen people of
God, his own people, and if Christians claim also to be his people,
then we need to be aware of the reason why Jesus was not
received by his own people, and to examine our consciences.

I once knew an anthropologist, Margaret Field, in Ghana. She
had worked there for many years, initially as a botanist. She
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became interested in the herbal remedies of native medicine and
from there, as she put it, ‘became more interested in the mumbo
than the jumbo’, thatis, in the religion or magic that accompanied
the healing process. Under cover of a yaws clinic she spent
eighteen months in a famous healing shrine village. There she
examined over a hundred patients brought to the shrine, saw
them through the therapeutic process and followed them back to
their own villages. She described all this in a fascinating book
called Search for Security. She observed, amongst much else,
that healing was a very expensive business for the patient and
his or her family. Apart from fees, there was the cost of accom-
modation in the village, the purchase of animals for sacrifice
and much else. Margaret once said to me: ‘You Christians
believe that salvation is free, don’t you?’ I replied that we did.
She went on to say, ‘Then, in Ghana, you are surely on a losing
wicket, because here healing or salvation has to be very expensive
if it is going to be effective.’

Well, grace can work on nature, and there are many out-
standing Ghanaian Christians who are in no doubt that their
salvation is free. But there, as elsewhere, there are those who
run their spiritual lives on a supermarket principle: you select
the goods you want, load your trolley, take them to the check-
out, and pay. They are then your very own, be they forgiveness,
acceptance, blessings, success, answered prayers, healing or
anything else. The coinage in which you pay is keeping the rules,
obeying the code, behaving as the God you worship requires

and, of course, contributing generously to the collection.

To those of his people who function like this, and there are
many of us, Jesus comes with completely unacceptable good
news. He demolishes the whole supermarket idea by simply
doing away with the check-out. Everythingin the shop, including
salvation, is free. There is no price to pay, not even a deposit,
and no credit-card facilities. You can just help yourself~and that,
as Fr Herbert Kelly SSM would say, ‘is the giddy joke’.

Joke it may be, but it is very threatening to professional
religious people, whether Temple officials, High Priests, scribes,
beneficed clergymen or any of those who use religion to prop
up the State, anyone with a vested interest in any sort of eccle-
siastical machine that requires order, regulation and control by
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superiors. The gospel of God’s free grace undermines established
order, threatens heirarchies, subverts moral and ecclesiastical
systems and ruins liturgy. No wonder that the bearer of such
tidings, coming to his own people, gets rejected.

There is a further cause for scandal. If God’s gifts are free,
they are also given not into private ownership, to be clutched,
hoarded and used for personal benefit, but they are given to be
shared. The covenant with Israel was given in order to bring the
whole earth to the knowledge of God. The covenant given in
Jesus’ body and blood is the sign by which the whole world is
being called to claim the fruits of the redemption won in Jesus’
death and resurrection. The acceptance and forgiveness the
gospel makes available show that God infinitely and immensely
desires his people, who are therefore, all of them, infinitely
desirable and of infinite worth. It is the struggle to make sense
of that good news in the midst of an evil generation that presents
the Christian with the way of the cross.

What we must never do, in our response to God’s free gift of
himself, is to build again check-out counters for others to pass
through. We must beware of confusing the bells of heaven—‘Ding
dong merrily on high’—with the ringing of the till, nor must we
confuse the summons to joy in God’s anarchic mercy with a
careful calculation of value in terms of my self-righteousness.



A SACRAMENT OF GOD’S MERCY
Confession and Reconciliation

NORRY McCURRY

OF ALL PICKENS’S CHARACTERS, the one I find most fascinating
is Miss Flyte, the sad, shabby-genteel lady who appears in Bleak
House. It is worth readmg the novel again just to ponder on her.
This woman, ageing, totally down-at-heel, though with a cultured
voice and manners, is one of the many characters who hope to
benefit from the novel’s disputed Will. Since she too is distantly
related to the wealthy Jardine family, she is confident that she
will eventually inherit a fortune. So she attends the Court of
Chancery every day; there, perched high in the public gallery,
she eagerly follows the endless speeches of the lawyers below.
She bows to the Lord Chancellor, who returns her bow; she
promises her acquaintances generous gifts when she comes into
her own, and she smiles at the lawyers whose whole business it
is to prolong the case and whose fees will ultimately swallow up
the legacy.

Every afternoon when the Court adjourns, she crosses
Chancery Lane and climbs the rickety stairs to her top floor
tenement. The room has no furniture, only the cages of the
twenty singing birds who are her sole companions. She calls
them out, each by name, and now comes her nearest approach
to a moment of truth, for the reality she cannot face is mirrored
in those names: Dust and Ashes, Waste and Want, Ruin and
Despair, Death and Madness . . . . Nobody knows; no one is ever
there to see Miss Flyte in her anguish, when she gives vent to
her rage and frustration; only the birds, unaware of their terrible
names, fill the room with a flutter of wings, a cheerful twittering.
Miss Flyte’s pain is hidden from the outside world beneath a
mask of dignity and calm. She pretends that everything is nice,
when it is not nice. And that does her no good at all.

Dickens’s image is a frightening one, and not altogether to be
dismissed as fiction. We all have areas of reality we would prefer
not to face—relationships, memories, situations, elements of our
own personality as well-which we would like to think of as
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‘nice’ or ‘all right” when they are anything but. And while we
persist in hiding these areas even from ourselves, nothing gets
done; the problems remain unsolved and our hopelessness grows.
So we carry the burden around with us and are embarrassed to
think that we are Christians and yet still fail to make our way
through all this. We feel ourselves to be in a mess, and we are.

There is another story about someone in a mess, in a situation
every bit as bad as yours or mine, or poor Miss Flyte’s. Rembrandt
put it into a picture which is now in the Hermitage Museum in
Leningrad where 1 was fortunate enough to see it. For me it was
a strange experience to stand silently in front of that great
painting while a constant stream of visitors passed through the
room. Surrounded by that swirling throng of tourists, 1 stood
before the Prodigal Son.

Behind me a Soviet guide was explaining to group in English:
‘Here the painter has used a story from the Bible to illustrate his
belief in human nature. At the end of his life Rembrandt was
disillusioned and unhappy, but the picture he has left for us
shows that he still believed there was kindness in human beings.’

The picture shows more than that; it is the definitive portrait
of a man who has made one gigantic mess of his life. The
prodigal is on his knees, his back turned to us, his hair uncombed,
his ragged clothes ready to fall from him; the very soles of his
shoes are peeling off, his self-neglect is apparent. He seems to be
quivering with sobs. But he is kneeling at his father’s feet, and
the father’s hands are stretched out over the boy’s shoulders as,
clasping his back, he draws him to himself. The tourists moved
on and I was left with a greatimage, powerfully proclaiming the
goodness and mercy of God.

How are we to come within range of that forgiving goodness
and mercy? We are already within range. One way of discovering
that this is so is to act as if it were. In the far country of our
half-acknowledged despairs and confusions we can come to our-
selves and hope to start facing reality. Penniless, the selfish son
in the parable sat among the pigs, looking back, his life in ruins,
and said, ‘I will make my way home’. It can be awkward coming
home, but when we get there we know it is where we belong.
One well-tested way of facing our situation, one bridge if you
like from the agony of the Miss Flyte in us to the eventual
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joyous home coming of the prodigal, is sacramental confession
in the presence of a priest. All my life I have found this a way
of being restored, and as such I commend it to you.

Yet many people would never think of ‘going to confession’.
One reason for this may be that such an enormous emphasis
was placed upon it in churches of one tradition, that those who
were not prepared to submit to the discipline of confession
were regarded as hardly Christians at all! The authority of the
priest was involved too, and many clergy saw the number of
penitents as an indication of the effectiveness of their ministry.
Then again, the whole idea of confession is simply unfamiliar to
many people today. Not knowing what it implies, they disregard
it, or turn it into a joke. Others have a genuine conviction that
confession only survives at all on hypocrisy. The truth, as they
see it, is that confession makes no difference to the person who
turns to it. All it does is remove your personal responsibility. It
has nothing to do with the community, nothing to say, for
example, about your share in society’s guilt towards the starving
of the third world, or the homeless in this country. As far as
your sins and guilt are concerned it is just a superficial scrub
down—and nothing has really been changed at all. You are still
the same. Finally, the anonymity of confession makes people
uneasy. The popular myth is that an unseen priest, behind the
grille, listens to our recital of guilt and whispers back the magic
words of absolution. Religion is reduced to a private, and secret,
interchange between God and the individual—just myself
and my wretched sins; it has nothing to do with community and
commitment. Small wonder that it has little appeal to today’s
Christians. It no longer appears as the ‘double cure’ it once was.

I wish it could be said that there is no justification for any of
this misconception, but the fact is that some of it has been true
over the past centuries. It is true no longer. Confession is not a
static ritual leading nowhere. I am convinced that the Church
should not abandon the truth of this sacrament, and it is worth
taking a closer look so that we may understand and evaluate it.

We might begin (as the Roman Catholic Church has already
done) by changing its name. ‘Confession’ still carries all those
negative overtones; it is really the sacrament of reconciliation,
and we should speak of it as such.
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This name has a strength and clarity all its own: it emphasises
two important facts about the sacrament, the first being that it
is a sacrament. It is something God is doing, not we ourselves. It
1s not our activity, our striving to get nearer to God under our
own steam. It is rather that we are putting ourselves where we
can find him. You could really say that it is an instrument of
God’s love, and that we are being acted upon. The words of
absolution speak of a mighty act of God by which we are being
set free. And so it offers the possibility of release from such
binding sins as jealousy.

Secondly, the word reconciliation shows us that this is a
healing process. We all know what it is to be reconciled to
one from whom we have been estranged. Here the reconciliation
is a wider thing. Confession speaks of our need to be reconciled
to our neighbours and to the community at large. Again, before
we can be peaceful with others, we have to be reconciled to our-
selves, to have the feelings of guilt and self-disgust removed.
And most importantly, it is reconciliation to God, who has
already forgiven us, if only we could recognize the fact.

Confession, then, is a sacrament of God’s mercy, which we
can celebrate, just as we celebrate the eucharist. True, people
may feel uneasy about uncovering their sins in front of a priest,
and feel that this is somehow unsuitable in an age when we are
trying to advance the vocation of the laity to take their place in
ministry. But here, in reality, it is the priest who is ministering
to the ministers, as we are all ministers of the gospel in virtue of
our baptism. The priest is simply at hand to express the love
and forgiveness of God to all who are waiting for him and who
stand in need of his grace.

Nevertheless it has to be admitted that making a confession is
never an easy matter and can, initially at least, be a rather scarey
experience. So it is also necessary to remember the ‘seal’, the
utter confidentiality. The priest puts on his stole before he
hears confession. This is a sign that whatever you say to him
will go no further, so you need have no worries on that score.
All this is something more than counselling or therapy. We are
bringing our failures and weakness to God with no attempt at
concealment, and as we do so we are positively assured of
forgiveness. It is a new start. We have found the bridge we need
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between the hopeless evasions of Miss Flyte and the prodigal’s
realistic admission of the mess he is in. The bridge leads further;
it brings us to the joyous welcome prepared for the penitent
who has come home.

Now, we have all done things which we are afterwards deeply
ashamed of, but most of us seldom, perhaps never, commit the
really big dramatic sin. Yet despite this we know that we are
not really where we would like to be, either with God or with
other people. A friend, whose cathedral church faces the
English Channel, suggested that the sacrament of reconciliation
may be thought of as bringing us back on course. I understood
very well what he meant, because during the War I was in the
navy, and spent many boring hours with the merchant convoys
that slowly crossed the Atlantic. Our task was to form a protec-
tive screen around them and we did so partly by constantly
changing course in a zigzag to baffle any hostile submarines
lurking beneath the surface. On one occasion, while I was in
charge of the ship, I got involved in an absorbing conversation
with a colleague on the bridge, and sailed on towards the
horizon. The convoy was far behind, and almost out of sight,
before I realized that I had forgotten to keep our zigzag course.
I had not been looking at the compass and had assumed,
wrongly, that we were still going in the right direction.

So although we may not commit the dramatic sins with
resounding names, we are troubled by that uneasy sense of
being somehow off course; we don’t really know where we are
going. And all the time we should be seeking God’s face. It is
interesting to note what the psalmist has to say: ‘Thy face,
Lord, will I seek’ or ‘O hide not thy face ffom me.” But God
never turns away from us. His loving regard is always focused
upon us, it is we who have, perhaps without realizing it, turned
away from him so, ‘Turn us then O God our Saviour’ (Ps. 30).
The sacrament of reconciliation is there precisely to help us get
back on course. It is always a turning point, a turning back to
God.

As we have seen, so often what troubles us is not anything we
can define as a particular sin but rather a veil which seems to
separate us ffom God and hide his face from us. Newman’s
familiar hymn ‘Lead kindly light’ is a prayer which can reveal to
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us something of the nature of this sacrament and the light that
it gives us. He wrote it while his ship was becalmed in the
Mediterranean—an image of his own helplessness:

Lead, kindly Light, amid the encircling gloom,
Lead thou me on;

The night is dark, and I am far from home,
Lead thou me on.

Keep thou my feet; I do not ask to see

The distant scene; one step enough for me.

Once we were patrolling in the English Channel at night when
fog descended, and as we crawled through the thick darkness, a
trawler crashed unseeing into our bows, making a huge hole
above the waterline. Not without danger, we lay there till dawn
when the damage was made good, only then could we limp
back to port. For many of us too the night is paralysingly dark
at times; we feel ‘at sea’ and ‘in a fog’; progress seems to have
come to a halt. We disappoint ourselves and are disappointed by
others; we feel sad that we are not living up to our Christian
commitment; we let down the community of the Church. We
know we have gone astray; we also know that the long-term
resolutions we make solve nothing: we’ve tried them before.
Now it has to be a matter of ‘one step enough for me’.

The sacrament of reconciliation can be such a step. As we
have seen, it is about turning and returning, about recovering
a sense of direction by setting our sights on God. But as we
sense and acknowledge our need of forgiveness, how,
practically speaking, can we set about finding it?

A Jesuit friend suggested to me that we can be helped to
approach the sacrament by a three-fold exercise of awareness,
reflection and discernment. Awareness involves asking ourselves
what are the real sources of our joy and sorrow, for Jesus said,
‘Where your treasure is, there will your heart be also.” This can
lead us to see where God is calling us to, and we can examine
our response to him—or lack of response. Awareness means that
we start to notice what is going on in our lives.

This growing awareness leads on to reflection. We can only
reflect on our experience if we withdraw our minds from the
pressures and stresses, and the endless planning ahead that
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preoccupies us. It means looking back on what has happened
during the course of the day, thinking over its crowded
succession of events, the interchanges with people, the various
masks we have worn—each of which may be authentic, as Paul
Bayes suggested in his interesting article in the last issue of the
Fairacres Chronicle.

From this process we learn to grow in discernment. One
manifestation of this is the ability to distinguish between true
penitence and mistakenly being sorry for or angry with our-
selves. We must stop saying, ‘I just can’t forgive myself for that’
and turn this attitude into one of sadness, regret, that we have
grieved the loving heart of God. We need discernment to enable
us to recognize our unredeemed side, our prejudices, our lack of
openness, our self-obsession and reluctance to pay the price of
discipleship. If we can grow up—or allow ourselves to be
sufficiently opened up—to see this unredeemed side, we will
gradually find it possible to make a confession which is not just
a superficial matter of our surface wrong-doing. For sacramental
confession is not only a first step, it is also a statement of intent
and must lead on to engagement, commitment.

Now this is tough. I may well not be able to do it under my
own steam, far less follow it up. That is true, but at this point
let us remember that a sacrament is primarily God’s action upon
us. When you bring him sacramentally into the situation, you
show your need of grace and dispose yourself to receive it.

Is there anything that can be said about the sins which will
not go away even when we have confessed them? Here we must
be realistic, and it is important, and encouraging, to remember
that St Paul had just this problem. In 2 Cor. 12 we find that he
had some weakness, which he never explains further, from
which he can never get free. He tells us how three times he
begged the Lord to deliver him from it, but instead Jesus told
him: ‘My grace is sufficient for you; my strength is made
perfect in weakness.’

So we have, it seems to me, simply to live with those stubbern
sins that will not go away. When we honestly admit the difficulty
the grace of God is opened up to us. He doesn’t want us to be
rigorous with ourselves, and we must not think of him as being
so pure that he does not want to get his hands messy with us
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and the unravelling of our sins. The value of the sacrament
remains, even when we feel that old habits have not been
broken. God’s love and mercy still hold good. They are still
there, undergirding us; nothing is invalidated.

For new-comers to the sacrament, and for those who wish to
develop and deepen their use of it, there are various manuals
available which help us prepare for confession in a sane and
positive way, for example, Martin Smith’s Reconciliation
(Mowbray, 1986, price £7.95). A well-tried manual, at present
unfortunately out of print, but well worth borrowing, is David
Konstant’s A Shorter Prayerbook fer Penitents. It has a method
of self-examination based on the beatitudes which gives the
whole exercise a real depth and sincerity. It asks pointed
questions about our relationships to ourselves, family, friends,
colleagues, the wider world and its problems, and to God. By
including questions about what we actually dofor our immediate
and our third world neighbours the author dispels the notion
that confession is just a cosy private matter between God and
the individual.

There are various forms of confession and ways of summing
up the significance of what is done and said in this sacrament.
One good modern example is from the American Book of
Common Prayer. The penitent concludes his confession of
particular sins with the following words:

Therefore, O Lord, from these and all other sins I cannot
now remember, I turn to you in sorrow and repentance.
Receive me again into the arms of your mercy, and restore me
to the blessed company of your faithful people; through him
in whom you have redeemed the world, your Son our Savior
Jesus Christ. Amen.

The Priest may then offer words of comfort and counsel.

Priest

Will you turn again to Christ as your Lord?

Penitent 1 will.

Priest

Do you, then, forgive those who have sinned against you?
14



Penitent 1 forgive them.
Priest

May Almighty God in mercy receive your confession of
sorrow and of faith, strengthen you in all goodness, and by
the power of the Holy Spirit keep you in eternal life. Amen.

The Priest then lays a band upon the penitent’s bead (or
extends a band over the penitent), saying one of the following

Our Lord Jesus Christ, who offered himself to be sacrificed
for us to the Father, and who conferred power on his Church
to forgive sins, absolve you through my ministry by the grace
of the Holy Spirit, and restore you in the perfect peace of the
Church. Amen.

or this

Our Lord Jesus Christ, who has left power to his Church to
absolve all sinners who truly repent and believe in him, of his
greatmercy forgive you all your offenses;and by his authority
committed to me, I absolve you from all your sins: In the
Name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.
Amen.

The Priest concludes

Now there is rejoicing in heaven; for you were lost, and

are found; you were dead, and are now alive in Christ Jesus
our Lord. Go (or abide) in peace. The Lord has put away all
your sins.

Penitent Thanks be to God.

Thanks be to God—for he has!

The above extract is taken from The Reconciliation of a Penitent, Form

Two, in The Book of Common Prayer according to the use of the Episcopal

Church, Seabury Press, 1877, by kind permission.
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CHASTITY

The fourth of five retreat addresses given to the
Leavers of Lincoln Theological College in May 1986

SISTER EDMEE SLG

O God, who wonderfully created, and yet more wonderfully
restored, the dignity of human nature: Grant that we may
share the divine life of him who humbled himself to share
our humanity, your Son Jesus Christ; who lives and reigns
with you, in the unity of the Holy Spirit, for ever and ever.

American Prayer Book Collect
for the Second Sunday after Christmas Day

The ‘Evangelical Counsels’ or ‘Counsels of Perfection’, as the
virtues of Poverty, Chastity and Obedience are traditionally
called, have become associated with the Religious Life which
has, in the course of the centuries, made them the subject of
vows. But they should not be regarded as the preserve of a
particular vocation for, properly understood, they are fun-
damental to every form of Christian life, and very especially to
the life of a priest.

In this talk we will look at the second ‘counsel’ which, because
of the dedication of our Community to the Love of God,we
regard as the one most central to our ethos. Not that it is
possible to separate the Evangelical Counsels, ‘for in this trinity
none is afore, or after other; none is greater or less than another’.
But for us there is an emphasis on chastity which ineluctably
follows from our distinctive dedication to the mystery of the
love of God.

Now I am sure you do not need me to explain to you that
chastity is not to be confused with celibacy. In our case, the
vow of chastity we take explicitly includes perpetual celibacy,
but chastity is not promoted by celibacy neither is it hindered
by marriage. Chastity is attained by loving: by loving a person,
by loving wisdom, by loving God. But if you ask: What then is
the point of celibacy? I would reply that it is to do with the
New Dispensation, with the indwelling of Christ, and the call to
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that indwelling by celibacy—which is not to be taken to mean
that Christ does not indwell in all the baptised equally. I refer
only to a particular response. But celibacy is not our subject.
What T shall talk about is chastity: chastity of soul, purity of
heart, singleness of will, the spirit of love, and what it is in our
created nature—especially as we have come to understand it over
the last hundred years—which hinders these virtues. But first of
all, let us begin with some passages from William Law’s The
Spirit of Love, a ‘gleaming and radiant book’® which is per-
meated by the idea of God dwelling in the soul.

Now this is the ground and original of ¢he spirit of love in the creature;
it is and must be a will to all goodness, and you have not the spirit of
love till you have this will to all goodness at all times and on all
occasions. You may indeed do many works of love and delight in them,
especially at such times as they are not inconvenient to you, or con-
tradictory to your state or temper or occurrences in life. But the spirit
of love is not in you till it is the spirit of your life, till you live freely,
willingly, and universally according to it. For every spirit acts with
freedom and universality according to what it is. It needs no command
to live its own life, or be what it is, no more than you need bid wrath
be wrathful. And therefore when love is the spirit of your life, it will
have the freedom and universality of a spirit; it will always live and
work in love, not because of this or that, here or there, but because the
spirit of love can only love, wherever it is or goes or whatever is done to
...

Would you know the blessing of all blessings? It is this God of love
dwelling in your soul and killing every root of bitterness which is the
pain and torment of every earthly, selfish love. For all wants are satis-
fied, all disorders of nature are removed, no life is any longer a burden,
every day is a day of peace, everything you meet becomes a help to you
because everything you seeor do is all done in the sweet, gentle element
of love. For as love has no by-<ends, wills nothing but its own increase,
so everything is as -oil to its flame. It must have that which it wills and
cannot be disappointed, because everything naturally helps it to live in
its.own way and to bring forth its own work. The spirit of love does not
want to be rewarded, honored, or esteemed. Its only desire is to pro-
pagate itself and become the blessing and happiness of everything that
wants it. And therefore it meets wrath and evil and hatred and oppo-
sition with the same one will as the light meets the darkness, only to
overcome it with all its blessings. . . .

There is no peace, nor ever can be for the soul of man but in the purity
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and perfection of its first created nature; nor can it have its purity and
perfection in any other way than in and by the spirit of love. For as
love is the God that created all things, so love is the purity, the per-
fection, and blessing of all created things; and nothing can live in God
but as it lives in love. Look at every vice, pain, and disorder in human
nature; it is in itself nothing else but the spirit of the creature turned
from the universality of love to some self-seeking or own will in created
things. So that love alone is, and only can be, the cure of every evil, and
he that lives in the purity of love is risen out of the power of evil into
the freedom of the one spirit of heaven. (pp. 358—360)

And finally a short passage on what is necessary for the attain-
ment of an abiding spirit of love:

Purification therefore is the one thing necessary, and nothing will do in
the stead of it. But man is not purified till every earthly, wrathful,
sensual, selfish, partial, self-willing temper is taken from him. He is not
dying to himself till he is dying to these tempers, and heis not alive in
God till he is dead to them. (p- 365)

‘There is no peace’, he says, ‘nor ever can be for the soul but
in the purity of its first created nature.” And because we have
lost the purity of our first created nature, purification becomes,
‘the one thing necessary’.

But what is our first created nature, except in the purity of
which there is no peace? If we look carefully into the matter we
find we have two created natures.

And God said, Letr us make man in our image, after our likeness . . . So

God created man in hisown image, in the image of God created he him:

male and female created he them. (Gen. 1:26, 27 AV)
This is our ‘first created nature’, that we are made in the image
and likeness of God, a text which has provided the Church with
a key, much used by the early Fathers, with which to under-
stand the nature of our created humanity in relation to God our
Creator. It is, moreover, like many keys from the Old Testament,
one which could only be turned when the Incarnation of our
Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ, the only-begotten of the Father,
revealed to the world both perfect image and perfect likeness;
when the breach between image and likeness, caused by the fall
of man into sin, had been repaired by the perfect life of God
made man. According to this doctrine, the image of God in the
soul is indestructible while the likeness to God, as St Bernard
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writes in his Sermon Eighty-three?, ‘On recovering the likeness
through love’, can only be restored by work, by turning from
‘unlikeness’ to his likeness and so to our true selves.

The second account of the creation of man has a remarkably
different feel about it, one which bears a striking resemblance
to the evolutionary theories, with their descriptions of sentient
beings emerging gradually from the primordial slime:

Then went up a mist from the earth, and watered the whole face of the

ground. And the Lord God formed man of the dust of the ground, and

breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and man became a living
soul. (Gen. 2:6—-7 AV)

For Origen, the two accounts reveal the making of two men:
the first in the image and hkeness of God, and the second
formed of the slime of the earth.® The first is the inner man,
destined for eternal life, and the second is the outer man,
subject to corruption ‘For if’, says Origen, quoting St Paul,
‘our outward man is corrupted, yet the inward man is renewed
day by day’ (II Cor. 4:16). Modern biblical commentators
explain the two accounts differently but in a way which fits
with Origen, the first account, they say, being a doctrinal one
(P = Priestly), concerned wholly with God and what he is doing,
while the second account (the Yahwist) is a narrative in which
the primary theme is centred on man and the earth. ‘It is man’s
world’, Gerhard von Rad writes of this second account, ‘the
world of his life . . . which God, in what follows, establishes
around man’ (Genesis, p. 74, author’s italics).

Looked at from this point of view, we might say the first
account seems to belong to the first millenium after the Incar-
nation and was worked out in the mystical theology of the
Fathers and the doctrinal decisions of the great Ecumenical
Councils such as Nicaea and Chalcedon; the second account
seems to belong to the second millenium and has been almost
fully plumbed in this last part of it: notably by Darwin and his
followers, but not less by such men as Freud and Marx and their
followers, while theology, especially in Germany, had long since
led the way for them, ‘combining opposition to all supernatural
religion and belief in the all-sufficiency of human reason with
an ardent desire to promote the happiness of men in this life’
(from the article ‘Aufklirung’—German for ‘Enlightenment’—
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in the Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church). If then we
agree to regard Christ as the key which unlocked the develop-
ments suggested by the two accounts, we may say that the first
millenium A.D. was concerned with divinity; the second mil-
lenium with humanity—which, indeed, whatever the explanation,
they have been.

But humanity, in plumbing its own depths has lost, through
its acceptance of the theory of evolution, its sense of a divine
provenance. In the light of the interpretation of the last 2,000
years I have suggested, this clearly is part of the divine plan. But
it has consequences which I am not sure Christians have yet
fully faced—probably because Christendom has been anxious to
forget the foolish impression its spokesmen made on popular
opinion by their initial reactions to The Origin of the Species
(1859) and The Descent of Man (1871). It is an ironical thought
that if these books had appeared in Origen’s day the course
of the debate between scientists and Christians would have
run differently, for since Origen did not interpret the Bible
literally he would not have been concerned about the threat
to its literal understanding. But he would probably have been
concerned about the threat to the spiritual understanding of
scripture.

What the theory of evolution might mean at the spiritual
level if properly understood is not at all clear—though we have
been given marvellous rays of light on the question by Teilhard
de Chardin. What is clear is that its application to Old and New
Testaments has proved immeasurably impoverishing to their
influence on our lives; for evolution implies progress, and pro-
gress implies that we know better; and if we know better than
the biblical writers what does that do to their influence on us?
Christianity insensibly comes to be seen as a relic from the past.
(Which explains, I think, why Buddhists, when they establish
monasteries in the English countryside, are regarded as less of an
anachronism as they walk about in their saffron robes and
shaved heads, than habited nuns. For Christianity is under-
stood—rightly—to be a historical religion, tied to an event which
happened two thousand years ago and is therefore, in the
popular view, subject to an inbuilt obsolescence. Whereas
Buddhism is seen as an alternative life-style, and welcomed as
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providing, by means of deep meditation, an escape from the
consequences of evolution.)

So the evolutionary theory poses problems for faith. And it is
on faith that morals depend. But Rome has taken a different
view. To mark the hundredth anniversary of Darwin’s death in
1984, the Pontifical Academy of Sciences accepted a working
draft which states: ‘We are convinced that masses of evidence
render the application of the concept of evolution to man and
the other primates beyond serious dispute.” The report (The
Tablet, 4 February 1984, p. 102) goes on: ‘the evolutionary
development of life, specifically including that of the physical
body of man, was finally pronounced acceptable by the Holy
See as a working scientific hypothesis which, properly under-
stood, constitutes no danger to faith and morals.” ‘Properly
understood’—yes, that is the crux of the matter, Certainly, in
the careful words, ‘a working scientific hypothesis’, much has
been understood for the ‘masses of evidence’ have not amounted
to proof even if they ‘render the concept of evolution . . . be-
yond serious dispute’. But it is surely rash to pronounce the
evolutionary theory one which constitutes no danger to faith
and morals. How is the shift from the belief that man is made in
the divine image to the belief that he is the apex of the evo-
lutionary process to be understood in a way which does not
radically alter faith and morals? Is it not a stupendous shift, the
consequences of which are already evident in every sphere of
life? Inventiveness run riot, genetic engineering, the domination
of the media, pollution, noise, rush, restlessness and the ceaseless
chatter of our society, are these not too coincidental with the
wholesale acceptance in western thought of an anthropoid
ancestry not to be the consequence of it?

In an address called ‘Recollection’ (Trinity XXIII, 1966) our
one-time Warden, the late Gilbert Shaw, said: ‘The essential
characteristic of our being in the image of God is freedom . . .
But man is always striving in some way to divest himself of his
freedom and to sink into some kind of merely natural order,
into some kind of temporal conditioning or ideology which saves
him having to face himself and his neighbour in the light of God.’
That well describes, I think, the spirit in which mankind has
swallowed the evolutionary theory, and since ‘We are what we
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eat’, in Feuerbach’s notable dictum, we are increasingly mani-
festing an anthropoidal character, living more and more
according to our ‘second created nature’, to our outer man, the
one subject to corruption. It is this which imperils our world
and which, as Christians, we must pull against. And I think we
do this by facing in ourselves the similarities we recognize with
our anthropoid ancestors so that we may strive, on the contrary,
to attain to that freedom which our being made in the image of
God should ultimately grant us. For ‘there is no peace’, you will
recall, ‘nor ever can be for the soul of man but in the purity and
perfection of its first created nature.’

Now in what ways do we manifest similarities with our
anthropoid ancestors? Their characteristics are well known and,
avoiding those which are not seemly to mention, we can take
three for our purpose. First, they never stop chattering, second,
they never stop twitching, and third, they always crowd together.
In apes these characteristics are proper to their nature; in
humans they hinder spiritual growth and, in particular, in the
words of our Rule, the development of ‘the dignity and power
of holy chastity’. Therefore we must: learn to be silent, learn
to be still, and learn what it means to resist the lure of the
multitude. Let us look at these requirements.

First of all, we will accomplish all three at once if, above all,
we remain faithful to our Office. For the words we sing or
speak in the Office belong to our silence; the few movements
necessary for performing the Office belong to our stillness; and
the people with whom we may perform the Office belong to
our solitude.

‘Secondly, we will again accomplish all three in our times of
silent prayer (which, in a properly organized and disciplined life,
should amount to not less than one half-hour a day). It is in
these times that we will become most painfully aware of the ape
within, expressed not physically but in our circling thoughts.
Our thoughts, indeed, go round and round most of the time,
and some situations provoke endless repetitions, not only of the
same thoughts but of the same words so that our minds are as
gramophone records, tirelessly repeating themselves—the mental
equivalent of what in monkeys is their way of never leaving
themselves alone. This—the subject is immaterial—is unchastity
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in its most fundamental form, the breeding ground of a lack of
purity, of one-pointedness, of power in life itself. And although
our times of silent prayer will not be free of circling thoughts
any more than at other times, it is here, by the grace of God—
and his grace only—that needle of the gramophone is lifted
and something new and fresh, we know not what, comes in to
give freedom to our soul. But even if our half hour has passed
without much sense of the needle having been lifted, we need
not be discouraged, for atsuch times the thoughts which hold us
in their grip are coming up for purification—that purification
which is ‘the one thing necessary’. Moreover, behind all the
monkey chatter, the soul, unperceived by the conscious mind, is
rapt in the love of God; and we know this by an obscure sense
that however badly the time may seem to have gone we would
not wish to have been deprived of it. And we would not be
deprived of it, not only for what it mysteriously brings us at the
time, but because all else hangs on it—and for the priest what
hangs on it, after his Office, is the depth and purity, the silence
and stillness, with which he celebrates the Eucharist.

And thirdly, in our home and in our pastoral work, we need
to cultivate the spirit of silence, stillness and solitude, every-
thing, that is, which is meant by the word ‘recollection’. Re-
collection is mysteriously dependent on grace, but our part is to
practise it here and there, dropping what we are doing for a few
moments, sitting still and letting go our tensions, allowing our
thoughts to fall away and replacing them with a brief glimpse of
the silence and stillness of Jesus in his humanity. The ape in us
is profoundly reluctant to do this, indeed, incapable of doing it,
so it is a real struggle against nature. But if we are resolved upon
it, we will be aided by God’s grace, and then we will find that
our life becomes measured, and that our contacts with people
move more in the direction of the Communion of Saints rather
than back into the hectic fellowship of the monkey house.

* * *
In the story of ‘The Woman taken in Adultery’ (John 8:3-11),
we see the chastity of Jesus manifested in all its perfection. In
the first place, he remains silent when the scribes and Pharisees
challenge him on the law of Moses in the hope of finding
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something to use against him. He remains silent, I think,
because a life is at stake. On other occasions, when the
questions put to him were hypothetical, he answered readily.
But now he remains silent. And by his silence the accusers are
enabled to accuse themselves when they are faced with his
question, ‘If there is one among you who is without sin, let him
be the first to cast a stone at her.’ Jesus does not watch them as
they slink away one by one for he is not standing in judgement
on them any more than he now stands in judgement on the
woman. And such a man can say, not only ‘Neither do I con-
demn thee’, but ‘Go, and sin no more.’

The moral prescriptions of the New Testament, no less than
those of the Old, are intended for a people who believe them-
selves to be made in the divine image, that is to say, they are
not directed at the belief, now firmly established in the collective
unconscious, that we are the result of an evolutionary process,
with its nullifying effects on the notion of sin. Christians, there-
fore, are caught in a dilemma between the clear teaching of the
New Testament on the one hand and its apparent inappro-
priateness in the present psychological climate on the other—a
dilemma which affects us more disastrously than non-Christians
because we have a foot in both beliefs and are consequently
torn apart when moral conflict arises.

Your ministry over the years will be fraught with moral and
ethical problems—which is the reason for your overwhelming
need of chastity. And not for you the pseudo-chastity of former
times which stood cold and aloof on the bank delivering an
improving sermon to the sinner sinking into the mire; nor the
unchastity of the present times which, overcome with emotion,
leaps in to be ‘alongside’—until both disappear from sight. No,
what is wanted is a chastity which can kneel on the bank and
hold on until, by the mercy of God, the other finds his own
foothold, and can then be pulled out.

We have compassion because Jesus was always compassionate.
Moreover, he told us that with what judgement we judge we
shall be judged, and that with what measure we mete it shall it
be measured to us (Matt. 7:2). But it is questionable whether
we can appropriate to ourselves the right to say, ‘Neither do I
condemn thee’ unless we also have the power to say, ‘Sin no
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more’. And the power to say, ‘Sin no more’ belongs only to
perfect chastity. ‘Therefore, my soul, be chaste.’

That last phrase is from Teilhard de Chardin, and I will end
with the passage from which it comes, not only for what it says
but much more because Teilhard stands for a positive under-
standing of evolution, while he is, at the same time, a supreme
example of a passionate chastity—a quite new phenomenon in
Christian sanctity, and one that he himself saw would be
essential for the survival of the race.

Fold your wings, my soul, those wings you had spread wide to soar to
the terrestrial peaks where the light is most ardent: it is for you simply
to await the descent of the Fire—supposing it to be willing to take
possession of you.
If you would attract its power to yourself you must first loosen the
bonds of affection which still tie you to objects cherished too exclusively
for their own sake. The true union you ought to seek with creatures
that attract you is to be found not by going directly to them but by
converging with them on God sought in and through them. It is not by
making themselves more material, relying solely on physical contacts,
but by making themselves more spiritual in the embrace of God that
things draw closer to each other and, following their invincible natural
bent, end by becoming, all of them together, one. Therefore, my soul,
be chaste.
And when you have thus refined your crude materiality you must
loosen yet further the fibres of your substance. In your excessive self-
love you are like a molecule closed in upon itself and incapable of
entering easily into any new grouping. God looks to you to be more
open and more pliant. If you are to enter into him you need to be
freer and more eager. Have done then with your egoism and your fear
of suffering. Love others as you love yourself, that is to say admit them
into yourself, all of them, even those whom, if you were a pagan, you
would exclude. Accept pain. Take up your cross, my soul . . .

(Pensée 36 from Hymmn of the Universe, Collins, 1965, pp. 110—11)

NOTES

1. From the Introduction to The Spirit of Love in the Classics of Western
Spirituality edition, which also includes A Serious Call to the Devout
Life, SPCK, 1978.

2. From his Sermons on the Song of Songs.

3. From the Prologue to his Conumentary on the Song of Songs.
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SINNERS AND GOD’S SEARCH
A bomily given at Fairacres

GEOQOFFREY ROWELL

THINGS ARE NOT always what they seem and those who are
quick to judge may judge wrongly. The great landscape artist,
Samuel Palmer, wrote to his friend, Philip Hamerton the etcher,
about looking at the Thames at sunset from a boat near Chelsea,

and noticed it as a first-rate landscape theme—the dazzling silver, or
rather diamond-flakes of tumbling water under the golden sunset. New
here was the ‘show of things’; but . . . the falling water, looking quite
pure by reason ef its polish, was evidently, from its position, and seme
deplorable brickwork seen partially between the trees, nothing mere
nor less than the issue of a sewer, or filthy factory slush, flowing inte
insulted Father Thames. . . .}

In Hamerton’s etching, and in Palmer’s first viewing of the river,
the golden water and the sparkle of its movement concealed the
dark, polluted reality. Was the artist right to portray it in this
way? Which was the truer picture—the dark, polluted water or
the vision of glory glimpsed by the transfiguring light of the
sunset? Was the artist wrong to help us see that the polluted
water can and does reflect the glory of the sun? And is it wrong
to say that one is reality and the other deception? May it not be
as true to see both together, and to find even in the darkness
that which may be the bearer of light? As Palmer writes earlier
in this letter: ‘one of the finest qualities of etching seems to
me to be a certain luminousness even in its dark shades. . . .

Our Gospel this morning (Luke 15:1—32) gives us three
responses by Jesus to a judgement on his association with
those who are polluted and dark, the tax collectors and sinners
who seek his company. The scribes and Pharisees complain.
A man is known by the company he keeps. A disturbing teacher
can be condemned through guilt by association. Not only does
Jesus associate with sinners he ‘welcomes them and eats with
them.” In the traditions of Judaism the judgement is a clear
one—those beyond the pale are to be avoided.

Jesus, as St Luke portrays him, does not deny that the
scribes and Pharisees are right—those whom he welcomes and
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with whom he shares his food are indeed sinners. What he
is concerned about is in what way that fact should govern
attitudes and behaviour. It is too simple to say ‘this man or this
woman is a sinner’; to describe this person as a corrupt tax-
swindler is not the end of the matter. Neither is it sufficient
simply to condemn. The sinner is the one in the far country,
the one who is lost, the one to whom the Father’s heart goes
out. And so in response to those who in condemning the sin
of others condemn Jesus, Jesus speaks of the sinner as the one
who is lovingly sought at great cost and, who being found
and brought home is the cause of great joy. The sinner is
the one lovingly embraced, for whom a great feast is prepared.
The three parables in the Lucan text switch attention from
the sinner as the one outside the community to the sinner as
the one for whom God seeks. It is no accident that Karl Barth
should have taken the parable that we know commonly, though
perhaps erroneously, as the parable of the prodigal son, and
used the parable as one of the great images for the work of
Christ, speaking of the Son’s journey into the far country, the
far country where we are.

Our sin, which we recognize as the truth about ourselves,
even though we never fully discern its dimensions, is indeed
that which cuts us off from God, and makes us blind and deaf,
not only to God but to others. But to confess our sin and to
come before God in our frailty and our need is to find
ourselves the ones who are embraced by God’s love, and re-
joiced over, and caught up into the feast of heaven. The good
news of the gospel is the good news of God’s grace reaching
out to touch us where we are, to enfold us in love and bring
us home transformed by that same grace into the likeness
of Christ. “The grace of our Lord’, writes St Paul (1 Tim. 1:14),
‘filled me with faith and with the love that is in Christ Jesus.’
It is the sinners, who know their need of God, who find that
the kingdom of heaven is theirs, for all is grace from the be-
ginning to the end. Because the very heart and being of God is
this love which searches for us, searches us out and knows us,
the Son who goes from the Father to do his will—as we singin
the well known eucharistic hymn by St Thomas Aquinas—is the
beloved who is always in the bosom of the Father.
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The Word went forth
Yet from his Father never went away,
Came to his work on earth
And laboured till the twilight of his day.

And the Spirit, who proceeds from the Father, whom the
world, the land of unlikeness, the far country cannot receive or
know, is that same love poured into our hearts, which likewise
does not leave the Father’s side, but coming to us carries us
there in the wonder of grace. In our own hesitant experience of
this and our trembling wonder before the mystery of God’s love
we know that the dark etching of our lives is given by that love
‘a certain luminousness’, and the dark water is truly seen as
‘diamond-flakes’ in the light of the Sun of suns. Truly, O Lord
my God, you have made my darkness to be light. ‘Once you
were darkness, new you are light in the Lord.’

Geoffrey Rowell is a Priest Associate SLG, and Chaplain and

Fellow of Keble College, Oxford and a Canon of Chichester
Cathedral.

FLG RETREATS 1987
Details concerning two retreats available to members of the Fellowship

together with an important notice from the Secretary are given on the
inside back cover of this issue.
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REDIRECTION TO WHOLENESS

What bealing means to me.

OBLATE GEORGINA SLG

I WAS ASKED recently to give a talk on healing to a small group of
clergy and parish staff, which lead me to try to crystalize exactly
what healing means to me. It is about eight years since I first felt
that 1 was being called to be in some kind of healing ministry, and
my thoughts and feelings have evolved a good deal since then.

The idea of my having such a gift came as a great surprise to me
when 1 experienced this call, but I felt I should find out as much as
I could on the subject in the hope of discovering where my place in
this ministry lay. I read many popular books about healing and
felt 1 could understand something of what they were saying, but
there seemed be a great lack in these books of the silent and solitary
dimension of prayer which had always appealed so much to me. Also
I realized 1 was trying to learn about healing with my head, from the
outside as it were, and trying to accommodate my calling to other
people’s formulas. I knew I had now to make a venture of more faith
and give up ‘thinking’ about healing in an intellectual way and try
more to live it from my heart, under the guidance of the Holy Spirit.

One of the first things I began to learn was that it is the person
who is called to a healing ministry who needs healing more than any
other. This is because the searing brilliance of the Holy Spirit shows
up increasingly every movement of self-centredness and makes it
plain how that self-centredness is an obstruction to being a channel
of healing for others.

It is a very demanding calling, not so much in the physical effort,
or even in the emotional involvement; the demand is spiritual in that
it calls for a constant and ever increasing faithfulness to the Lord
within and willingness to let go of all outer support if it is not
available or freely offered, and to be constantly vigilant against any
movements of self-acclamation or any judgemental attitude towards
those seeking a healing ministry.

I do believe that God wills wholeness and unity for us. It would
surely give him great joy to see his creation as he planned it and not
marred or disfigured in any way. This is why, when anyone seeks to
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be open to him and his love he will use that person as a channel of
healing, wholeness and restoration for others. In fact, I believe that a
healing gift should not be thought of as a special esoteric power which
certain people possess, but rather, the natural fruition of a life of
unconditional faithfulness to God’s will and of the endeavour to
respond to his love in prayer and purity of heart.

Many people who have not thought very deeply about healing
associate it with cure of symptoms, or removal of physical distress,
so that life can continue, in a more comfortable way, just as it was
before. But I feel that the inner healing which comes from the
willingness to stand before God in increasing self-knowledge and
therefore, in increasing penitence and contrition, is itself a witness to
a Christian’s healing. Physical healing may also and sometimes does
accompany that inner growth and awareness. There may be given a
blessing of peace which enables a person to face death, which is a
stage on the way to greater life. Or, there may be a realization and
willingness to accept the mystery that pain, disability, or the limiting
of functions can be a very real way of helping in the work of re-
demption and reconciliation.

It has been a great joy to me in the last year or two to discover the
writings of some of the great saints of the Orthodox Church with
their teaching on the wholeness of body, mind and spirit; and to be
reminded that our bodies are indeed temples of the Holy Spirit and
as such should be treated with care and respect. Such people as
St Seraphim of Sarov, St Symeon the New Theologian, St Gregory
Palamas and Fr John of Kronstadt and many others knew that the
charismatic gifts of healing were a natural outcome of contemplative
prayer. These men of prayer were themselves examples that there
should be no division or ‘either/or’ situation between charismatic and
contemplative, and whilst we should not seek for such gifts of our
own choice we should not be surprised and certainly not resist them
if and when they do come.

To come back more practically to a healing ministry: the prayer
for healing is accompanied and expressed through the laying on of
hands. We know that Jesus and the apostles healed by the laying on
of hands, and we see that his example was followed by members of
the early Christian communities according to the instructions on the
conduct and teaching of this ministry found in the fifth chapter of
the Epistle of St James.
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A ministry of touch is a very deep non-verbal way of commun-
icating love and can call forth a response ffom a much deeper level
than words. There is often a transmission of energy which may be
perceptible by the minister and the person secking healing. If the
minister has sought to be totally dedicated to Christ and to walk
with and alongside the Christian Church and its sacraments, this
experience can be very much a source of renewal of life and its
purpose.

I feel it is very important that persons receiving such a ministry
should have follow-up support and teaching on the Christian life and
be enabled to grow more fully into the Christian community and/or
parish family so that they may continue to redirect their lives to the
love and service of God through Jesus Christ.

To sum up; it seems to me then, that healing is not so much to do
with cure or alleviation of symptoms, though these may come, as
with a redirection of life towards wholeness, union with God and
fellowship with each other, and sometimes towards taking a willing
share in the work of redemption and reconciliation, and all this is
through Jesus Christ Our Lord.

In other words, a wholly committed Christian life 75 a healing life!

A PRAYER FOR ONE WHO TOOK HER OWN LIFE

O God Righteous and Compassionate
Forgive the despair of -—--for whom we pray.
Heal in her that which is broken
And in your great Love stand wirh those
Hurt by the violence of her end.
Lord be to her not a Judge but a Saviour:
Receive her into that Kingdom wherein by your mercy
We sinners also would have place
Through the merits of our Wounded Redeemer
Who lives and reigns with you in the Holy Spirit’s
Power now and unto the Ages of Ages.

Amen.

(The Community is always glad to receive vequests for intercession. Copies of this prayer,
using eitber her’ or ‘bim’ are available, price 5p from the SLt: Press.)
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BOOKS

THE CHALLENGE OF CHRISTIAN HEALING, by Stephen
Parsons. SPCK, 1986. £4.95.

Many of us who are involved in the Christian healing ministry,
to a greater or lesser extent, have found ourselves almost pitch-
forkedinto it by God. Itis almost a case of “You have not chosen
me, but I have chosen you’, as in one situation or another God
enables us to have the privilege of sharing in the long Christian
healing tradition. This was certainly the experience of Stephen
Parsons who is the Ecumenical Officer in the Diocese of Hereford.
Parson’s wife, Frances, suffered from chronic rheumatoid
arthritis; she received the laying-on-of-hands from an itinerant
charismatic healer, and it soon became apparent that the disease
had gone into reverse. This progress was maintained over a con-
siderable period, and as a result of it Frances and Stephen
Parsons have moved into the discovery of a healing ministry for
themselves. It is from this point that the author writes about
what the publisher’s blurb describes as the ‘unofficial face of
Christian Healing.” He has met various people involved in
healing, not all of them Christians and certainly not all Anglican:
doctors, itinerant charismatic healers, individuals with healing
gifts; and he also describes in some depth, a parish with a
developed healing ministry as part of its life. From there he goes
on to talk about the spirituality of healing, tries to look at
healing in its cultural and religious context, and ends with a
discussion of what a holistic theology of healing might mean.
The result is a fascinating and thoughtful survey of much that
is going on, and of much that will be new to many people.
Having said that, I found the book strangely unsatisfactory.
Perhaps this is because the book is inevitably ‘adolescent’, and 1
do not use that word in a derogatory sense, but because this
book was being written while its author was ‘growing up’ in the
healing ministry and working out his position. This showed
itself for me most clearly in the chapter on “The Spirituality of
Healing’, where I began to feel that we were getting somewhere
at last, and then we got sidetracked by another discussion, and
what started well was never properly developed. He makes some
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important points in his final chapter, ‘Towards a Theology of
Healing’, and I look ferward to many of those ideas being
developed as Stephen Parsons grows into this exciting ministry.

At one stage in the book the author comments that there is
no ‘generally accepted vocabulary and framework of ideas for
talking about the reality that we call Christian Healing’. But I
found myself wondering: If we did reach such a framework, and
the healing ministry was somehow institutionalized, would net
we also be in danger of destroying the very freedom which has
enabled many of us to discover it? ‘The wind blows where it
wills; you hear the sound of it, but you do not know where it
comes from or where it is going.” But there is a freedom, and a
refreshing freedom, about this book, and for all the dis-
satisfactions it deserves a wide readership.

JOHN PORTER

RECONCILIATION: preparing for confession in the Episcopal
Church by Martin L. Smith SSJE. Mowbray, 1986. Price £7.95.

For many years there has been a need for a manual for those
preparing for confession. The old booklets are dangerously out
of date, although—even more dangerously—-they are probably
still in use in some places. (When I was a curate in Shoreditch in
the 60s, a small self-examination booklet published by W. Knott
and Company was still in use and included, among other gems,
‘1 have not allowed my servants to hear Mass on Sundays’ and ‘I
have been impure in thought and word and deed’. Many of the
‘sin lists’ which are still handed out to penitents are equally
unhelpful.) Now Fr Martin Smith of the American Cowley
Fathers has produced this excellent book. It includes some
useful guidelines for meditation, using passages of scripture as a
basis for self-examination. The two rites of reconciliation from
the American Book of Common Prayer are printed. I hope that
it will be widely used by priests and laity in England.
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My first reaction to the book was one of regret that it had
not been adapted for use in the Church of England, even the title
still carrying its reference to ‘the Episcopal Church’. But on
reflection I think this was right. The Church of England, to its
shame, has no official rite for sacramental confession, in spite of
the overwhelming evidence of need for this ministry. On the
other hand, the American Book of Common Prayer (which is so
much better in every way than the ASB) contains, as Fr Martin
rightly points out, ‘the strongest testimony to sacramental
confession of all the prayer books in the Anglican Communion’
(p. 121). I am delighted that his book includes the excellent
Form Two in which priest and penitent celebrate the rite
together. Having used this form both here and in the USA, 1
would strongly recommend its use by priests here. As Fr Martin
says, referrring to the General Synod debate of 1983:

In the aftermath of this failure [to accept an official rite], it is quite

appropriate to introduce to Anglicans in England the achievementof the

American sister church of concise and sound teachingas well as excellent

forms for celebrating the Rite. Since there are no official forms issued

by the Church of England, these resources from the American Book of

Common Prayer will be of considerable value. (Preface)

This is, in my view, the best simple guide to the practice of
confession to have appeared from an Anglican source this
century, and I hope that it will be of help to many people in
their search for a deeper repentance and amendment of life.

KENNETH LEECH
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THOMAS MORE by Richard Marius. Fount Paperbacks, 1986.
£7.95.

In this 500-page biography, which I for one enjoyed reading,
we are given not only a full account of More’s life together with
a careful examination of his character, motives and psychology,
but also a telling résumé of the spirit of the Renaissance. In the
sections about More’s public life there is some good scene-
setting giving life and meaning to some of his rather obscure
actions. In dealingwith More’s relationship with Erasmus, Marius
gives context to the public debate and colour to the friendship,
highlighting the things which drew them together, and also the
coolnesses and distance between them. In addition he gives a
summary of Erasmus’s writings, with a good and concise account
of his reaction to Luther. There is also the major indulgence of
a long digression on the character of Richard III.

Richard Marius is a Renaissance scholar, an editor of several
volumes of The Yale Edition of the Complete Works of
St Thomas More, who has lived with More for twenty years in
his writings, particularly in his letters. The fact that he is an
American may account for some interpretations of history that
an English reader might not expect. In spite of giving a wealth
of detail about the social conditions of More’s time, he some-
times undervalues their influence in assessing his character. For
example, though he does mention several times the enormous
crowds which a public execution would draw and the cruel
relish with which such a scene was generally anticipated, he
does not make any direct connection between this popular
delight in cruelty, cruel sports, cruel play, and More’s particular
manifestations of harshness. I was uneasy about the connection
he makes between the anticlericalism of More’s time and the
Norman conquest; here perhaps an English writer would have
preferred to refer to Stephen or Henry II. I was reassured,
however, by his later comparisons with Archbishop Warham and
Thomas Becket in their respective struggles with their kings.

An outstanding feature of the book is that Marius seeks
to show the complex character of More from his own writings
and from many independent sources, making particular use
of the frequent references to More by Chapuys, the Emperor’s
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ambassador. He is interested in the man himself and is not much
concerned with the case for or against More’s sainthood.

Marius portrays More as a man always in conflict with his own
divided nature and repeatedly trying to reconcile himself to his
own choice of marriage rather than the cloister. Indeed, More
suffered from this division in all aspects of his life. In his family
life it seems that his second marriage to a widow in her early
middle age was partly for practical and financial reasons, but
also in order to effect a self-imposed celibacy within marriage.
Throughout the book Marius is concerned to emphasize More’s
lifelong struggle against sexuality and desire seen in terms of
carnal passion. Although More is shown as a demanding and
often sarcastic husband, master, and mentor, he was too a loving
and infinitely caring spouse and father. He was undoubtedly
ambitious in public life, with all its taintings, but even as he
achieved high office he could yearn for the straight, pure road
of cloistered seclusion. He delightful wit, power of reasoned
debate and gift of lighthearted fantasy were counterbalanced by
an equal strength in vitriolic polemics couched in foul language,
even by the standards of his own day. The man of good sense,
moderation, and dispassionate objectivity, which he poured out
as oil on troubled waters in his official letters, reconciling
opponents again and again, could also engage in vituperative
personal disputes conducted by public letter. So too, though
patient and even pedantic in the pursuit of legal niceties in the
course of justice, he could also exhibit gloating satisfaction over
the prosecution of a heretic on the flimsiest of evidence; and a
very common-sense approach to common law went hand in hand
with a very rigid interpretation of canon law. He was a man
driven by an obsession with time who yearned for the timeless
eternity of the cloister.

The stupendous Holbein portrait done about 1527 shows us in part a
conventional pose, a man who aims to look the part he plays in the
world, wearing the golden chain of Tudor knighthood—dignified, sober,
wise. But no ether Helbein portrait shows a figure so brooding, with so
much on his mind, with so many things to do that he must hold a little
boek with both hands as if te keep himself from jumping up and going
back te work. (p- 12)

When speaking of More’s writings Marius shows how they too
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reflected his divided nature and his capacity to play a role on a
stage of his own making. He makes no attempt to conceal the
unpleasantness, the unreadableness of some of the polemic
works and letters, but does well to point out that More, a
lawyer, was writing a prosecution of heresy, not an objective
account or discussion. As prosecuting counsel his primary
concern here was not with objectivity or fairness: he was out to
condemn. These works are in marked contrast to the wit and
style of his other writings. Marius sums us their importance thus:

There are two points to consider about More’s polemical works, . . .
They have an intrinsic interest as an expression of Catholic theology at
the end of the Middle Ages . . . But for a biographer they have a greater
importance; they open windows into Thomas More’s soul, and they
reveal an inner torment and tension that make even more imposing the
stotc image of himself he presented so doggedly to the world, the man
in conwol, the man master of himself and of the scene. In our own sad
time, when seeming natural has become the studied goal of the mul-
titude of celebrities who control our politics and rule our society and
manipulate our minds, and when public sincerity has become the
opiate of democracy, it is easy enough to judge More harshly for the
disparity between his own inner fury and the outer role he assumed of
the unperturbed wise man, always detached from the passions that
swirled around him. He may seem dishonest in the fundamental way of
those who refuse to acknowledge themselves. But it may be that here
was a case of art disciplining life and that the role More assumed be-
fore the world, a role Roper and all the biographers dependent upon

Roper have taken to be the real man, was in fact the way he held his

inner self in check and made himself continue in the world.

(pp- 290—91)

There are perhaps three intriguing questions about More’s
life. Why did a man so temperamentally unsuitable put himself
into the position of subservience and manipulation? Why, when
more and more compromises were being demanded of him, did
he continue? And why, after compromising so often, did he
finally stand firm against the divorce?

In answer to the first two questions Marius suggests that
personal ambition played a part in More’s decision to become
Chancellor; he was egotistical and saw himself in the role of
statesman, and perhaps because he was consciously assuming a
role he did not feel his subservience too keenly at first—after all,
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flattery, compromise and holding one’s tongue were and still
are the tools of diplomacy. The courtier statesman had always
to be on his guard against the danger of forfeiting his place in
royal esteem and patronage to a rival, since redundancy in
Tudor times carried the threat of loss of head as well as job.
Interestingly Marius tells us that More probably did not benefit
financially from his appointment as Chancellor because it
required giving up other lucrative appointments which entailed
much less work and were far less dangerous.

Why should he have stood so firm against the king’s divorce
that he caused his own death? His biographers have always
seen part of the answer as the absolute demand of the sov-
ereignty of his own conscience. As Robert Bolt tellingly makes
More say in. A Man for All Seasons in response to his wife’s plea
that if he will not rule Henry, he must allow himself to be ruled,

I neither could nor would rule my king. But there’s a little—little

area where I must rule myself. It’s very little—less to him than a tennis

court. (Act 1, Scene 6)

Marius does not let us forget that as well as a lawyer More was
a churchman, a traditional Catholic, with a conviction that his
‘church had to be at liberty to receive the continuing revelation
and power of God’ (p. 516). He explores in some detail More’s
view of the Church, and in the closing chapters of the book,
concerned with his last days in prison, he gives us a vivid
testimony to More as a man of prayer, quoting in full the
prayer he wrote in the margins of his office book with the
comment, ‘Nothing else that he ever wrote reveals the man
with such economy and grace.’

Marius is a historian not a hagiographer. His portrait of
More is a telling one because he is concerned to do justice to
the man, as he says, ‘near to us in flesh and blood in whom the
good and the bad were always at war’ (p. 520). He was the
martyr who

died magnificently, but his death was not the headlong rush of a
fanatical zealot into oblivion: it was the fearful, considered decision
of a man of great self knowledge, doing what he had to do and wishing
almost until the end that he did not have to do it. (p. 519)

A man driven all his life by time now had in his last months in
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the Tower all the time his cloistered soul could want. For a
man weighed down by difficult choices he now had no choices
left. He had at last achieved monastic freedom, peace of mind
and soul.

In Osborn’s play Becket, the Archbishop when told to flee
from his murderers replies, ‘Peace, be still, remember where
you are and what is happening. No life here is sought for but
mine, and I am not in danger, only near to death.” The Tudor
Thomas seems to have reached the same place.
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BOOKS RECEIVED

From Darton, Longman and Todd

A Doorway to Silence, The Contemplative use of the Rosary, Robert
Llewelyn. £2.95.

The Spiritual Journey of St Thérése of Lisieux, Guy Gaucher. £5.95.

Pain, An Exploration, Norman Autton. £4.50.

In Search of a Way, Two Journeys of Spiritual Discovery,
Gerard W. Hughes. £4.95.

In the House of the Lord, The Journey from Fear to Love,
Henri J.M. Nouwen. £2.95.

What I Met Along the Way, Brother Andrew MC. £4.95.

Finding God, A Guide to Christian Basics, James Jones. £1.95.

In the Stillness Dancing, The Journey of Jobn Main, Neil McKenty. £4.95.

The Gift of Love, Daily Readings with Jobn Wesley, Arthur Skevington
Wood, editor. £1.95.

The Darkness of Faith, Daily Readings with Martin Lutber, James
Atkinson, editor. £1.95.

From Fount Paperbacks

Gethsemane, The Transfiguring Love (The Archbishop of Canterbury’s
Lent Book), Martin Israel. £2.50.

Spiritual Letters of Jean-Pierre de Caussade, Kitty Muggeridge, translator.
£2.50.

People and Places, Rita Snowden. £2.50.

God’s Opportunities, John Woolley. £2.50.

From Mowbray’s Popular Christian Paperbacks
Love and Life’s Journey, Venture in Prayer, Mark Gibbard SSJE, £2.50.
From Collins

Act Justly, or 15 drama sketches to solve the world’s problems, Christian
Aid and CAFOD. £2.50.

From Firethorn Press

The Liberal Heart, An Anthology selected by Nadir Dinshaw and David
Steel, Foreword by Trevor Huddleston.

From Women in Theology and MOW

Celebrating Women, A collection of worship material, Janet Morley and
Hannah Ward, editors. £1.50 (Available from Holy Trinity House,
Orsett Terrace, London W2 6AH).

From Additional Curates Society

Called by God, Bible readings on the meaning of God’s call, Leslie
Stanbridge. £2.00. 40



FLG RETREATS 1987

F.L.G. Retreat Woking 1987

Monday 21st September—Friday 25th September
Conductor: Revd Prebendary Norman McCurry
(Priest Associate of SLG)

Cost: £57.50 + V.A.T. + Share of Conductor’s expenses.

F.L.G. Retreat Ely 1987

Friday 30th October—Sunday 1st November
Conductor: Revd Serge Middleton
(Priest Associate of SLG)
Cost: £22.50 + V.A.T. + Share of Conductor’s expenses.

With the inevitable rise in prices which Retreat Houses are having to make
each year, Mother Jane has asked me to make it known that funds are
available to help meet the cost should anyone find it difficult to come for
financial reasons. The Community would be very concerned indeed if for
this reason, any hopeful retreatant were deterred from attending: so do
please contact me should you have any worries about this.

It was found last year that quite a large number of people had to cancel
their bookings at the last minute. Reluctantly it has been decided that in
future, should any cancellations take place within the fortnight prior to
the Retreat, the full cost must be met by those unable to come.

Finally, just a reminder of my change of address: 27 The Lanes,
Bampton, Oxfordshire, 0X8 2JG, Tel: 0993 851392.

Joan Spittal,
FLG Secretary




No.

12
14
24
26

48

50

55

66

72

75

78

82

83
95

98

FAIRACRES PUBLICATIONS
Select List

LEARNING TO PRAY Mother Mary Clare SLG

STATIONS OF THE CROSS Donald McChesney

SILENCE AND PRAYER Mother Mary Clare SLG

THE MESSAGE OF ST SERAPHIM Irina Gorainov

THE POWER OF THE NAME: The Jesus Prayer in Orthodox
Spirituality, new edition 1986, Kallistos Ware

THE WISDOM OF THE DESERT FATHERS, translated with
an Introduction by Sr Benedicta Ward SLG

THE LETTERS OF ST ANTONY THE GREAT, translated
by Derwas J. Chitty

THEOLOGY AND SPIRITUALITY Andrew Louth

SOLITUDE AND COMMUNION Papers on the Hermit Life
by Orthodox, Catholic and Anglican contributors,
edited by A.M. Alichin

THE LETTERS OF AMMONAS, Successor of St Antony,
translated by Derwas J. Chitty

A STUDY OF WISDOM Three Tracts by the Author of
The Cloud of Unknowing, translated into modern
English by Clifton Wolters

SILENCE IN PRAYER AND ACTION Sister Edmée SLG

PRAYER AND HOLINESS: The Icon of Man Renewed
in God, Dumitru Staniloae

A TASTE OF LIBERTY A.M. Alichin

THE WORLD OF THE DESERT FATHERS, translated with
an Introduction by Columba Stewart OSB

PRAYER FOR UNITY Oliver Tomkins

A Complete List of Publications is Available on Request from

SLG PRESS CONVENT OF THE INCARNATION
FAIRACRES OXFORD 0OX4 1TB ENGLAND

Price
.30
.30
.30
.30

.75

£2.25

.50

.75

£1.50

.60

£1.50

.30

.75
£1.00

£2.25
.50

ISSN 0307 - 1413





