





COMMUNITY NOTES

What shall I do with you, O Ephraim? What shall I do with you,
O Judah?

Your love is like a morning cloud, like the dew that goes early
away. . . .

For I desire steadfast love and not sacrifice, the knowledge of God,
vatber than burnt offerings. (Hosea 6:4—6)

If he were a vindictive authority figure who, for instance, strikes
a promiscuous society with the scourge of Aids, God would
hardly bother to be born as a baby. The message of Christmas is
that he yearns for us to turn to him freely and lovingly. He
shows us through the Incarnation the amazing truth that he is
us and we are him, and that nothing ‘in all creation, will be able
to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord’
(Rom. 8:39). God is at one with every man, woman and child
dying of Aids; with the victims of all violence, accidents and
natural disasters; with drug pushers, arms dealers, child molesters
and the perpetrators of all the terrible outrages we hear of
constantly. He is at one with those who rise in the midst of
catastrophes to heights of heroism, and with those who don’t.
We have to be humble enough to admit that we cannot and
do not need to understand the mind of God. What humanity
has been and is still learning through the birth of Jesus nearly
two thousand years ago is that we are invited, not compelled, to
love God. He risks our refusal but never gives us up. If we
struggle beyond our natural concepts of what constitutes
happiness for humankind we will find here and now in the midst
of the anguished divisions and losses we experience assurance of
eternal harmony. We are on the whole so much more informed
and articulate than we used to be that we are often unaware of
the many false assumptions we make about God and life. There
is a very great deal that we do not and cannot know. If only we
were better able to abide in the present we should find the
rhythm at the heart of things. In every area of life there is a
balance of change and permanence. Each season in nature as
well as in the Church’s year is new and old; different and the
same. There are cycles in history and patterns in the universe;
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St Cecilia 1908, at the Clothing—only the second Community
clothing to take place—of three Novices in SLG. This reminder
of our Community’s close links with the Cowley Fathers was
timely as we are delighted that Fr Cyril Woolley SSJE plans to
come to Bede House as Chaplain there on January 7th.

Sister Benedicta’s latest book, Harlots of the Desert, was
published by Mowbrays in November and launched at a gathering
sponsored by the St Theosevia Centre here in Oxford on
November 27th. It is a great joy to have with us for a long visit
Sister Anke, formerly the Leading Sister of Ordo Pacis. SLG has
been closely connected with this German Lutheran community
since 1970, and while she is here on sabbatical leave Sister Anke
has given some talks to both Oblates and Nuns which are much
appreciated. Sister Anne will be away in New Zealand for two
months from January 7th, and during that time Sister Rosemary
will be acting Prioress at Fairacres.

We were sorry to hear recently of the death of Canon Cheslyn
Jones who was at one time a frequent visitor to Fairacres. He
came for Midnight Mass at Christmas several times and in 1973
preached a memorable sermon. I will end by quoting from the
conclusion of this sermon, with which we send you all our very
best wishes for Christmas.

At every festival there should be something that really knocks us, so
that it is something we have got and will keep. Let us keep Christmas in
this way by remembering that in all our relation with our Lord, we are
taken up into the very being of God. He is the Son, the Son who
eternally looks toward the Father, who reflects the Father, who
embodies the Father and makes him known to us, and makes him to be
our Father, because Jesus is the Son—not @ Son but the Son in a per-
fection of dertvation that you and I can only guess about. And in this
glorious ‘twoness’ there is this marvellous ‘oneness’, and that is the Holy
Spirit. So perhaps tonight we feel we are keeping the Feast of the Blessed
Trinity. What does it matter? It is the feast whereby the Blessed Trinity
becomes ours in virtue of Jesus’ coming right down into this earth,
into this human nature, that he should be our brother, and that we
should become—‘honorary’ yes, not natural but—honorary members
of the society of the Father, the Son and the Holy Ghost.
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being. And it is in the promises that we make to him that we are
most distinctively ourselves. To make a lifelong vow is not to
give up being a person, it is to be most supremely a person.

Today, Sister Alison Kathleen, you are making your Profession
in Life Vows, and you have the dedication of Christ the King.
Christ the King is not, I suppose, a fashionable title these days,
and we can see why. There are many images of kingship that we
would want to deny: Christ does not exercise his kingship in a
way that always totally overrules or overrides human wills and
human recalcitrance. His kingship is worked out through the
power of persuasive love, and always in relation to the reality of
the person we are, with all our failings and our faults, and all
our frustrations of his purpose. His kingship of persuasive love is
worked out always in relation to us as the person we are and the
real choices that we make. But his kingship is nonetheless real
because it is grounded in the Cross and the Resurrection.

The Resurrection is the pledge and promise of his kingship
over this tragic universe in which we find ourselves set. And, as
we said in the Creed, he is seated at the right hand of the Father:
already his kingship is in operation. And as we heard in the
Epistle today there will assuredly be the time when that
kingship is manifest and the whole universe will be translucent
with the beauty and the glory of God in Christ:

Christ has been raised from the dead, the first fruits of those who have
fallen asleep. For as by a man came death, by a man has come also the
resurrection of the dead. For as in Adam all die, so also in Christ shall
all be made alive. But each in his own order: Christ the first fruits, then
at his coming those who belong to Christ. Then comes the end, when he
delivers the kingdom to God the Father after destroying every rule and
every authority and power. For he must reign until he has put all his
enemies under his feet. The last enemy to be destroyed is death. ‘For
God has put all things in subjection under his feet.” But when it says,
‘All things are putin subjection under him,’ itis plain that he is excepted
who put all things under him. When all things are subjected to him,
then the Son himself will also be subjected to him who purt all things
under him, that God may be everything to every one.

(I Cor. 15:20—28)

To take the dedication of Christ the King is a most joyful
affirmation and witness to the ultimate triumph of God’s
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THE PLYGAIN CAROLS
Ann Griffiths and this Christmas Tradition

A.M.ALLCHIN

EVERY PART of Britain has been given its own beauty. Of
nowhere is this more true than the comparatively small area
of Wales which encompasses a great variety of landscape and
scenery. Trefaldwyn, Montgomeryshire, where the eighteenth
century hymn writer Ann Griffiths lived is part of the ancient
kingdom of Powys—‘Powys the paradise of brothers, Powys the
paradise of Wales’ as the old poets say—the middle kingdom in
the world of Wales between Gwynedd to the north and
Deheubarth to the south, confronting England across the barrier
of Offa’s dyke. In parts it is a very fertile welcoming region,
but in parts it can be wild and bare and rugged. Ann’s parish lies
between the two extremes, between the heights of the Berwyns
on one side, and the rich plains which stretch down into Shrop-
shire on the other. It is a country of swift streams and steep
hills. We hear an echo of it in her letters: ‘I am sometimes out
of breath on the slopes.’

‘R.S. Thomas who has lived and worked in that area, in his
‘Fugue for Ann Griffiths’, (Welsh Airs, Poetry Wales Press, 1987),
speaks of it from inside knowledge.

I know
Powys, the leafy backwaters
it is easy for the spirit to forget
its destiny in and put on soil
for its crown.

But that was not a trap which Ann was to fall into

You walked solitary
there and were not tempted
or took your temptation as calling
to see Christ vising in April
out of that same soil and clothing
bis nakedness like a tree.

Ann may have been rooted in the earth, indeed she must
have been rooted in all the heavy and repetitious tasks of a
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which have come to signify the hour before dawn. In old Welsh
usage the word plygain is often coupled with gosber; a pair
equivalent to the English mattins and evensong. But the word
also seems to have become particularly associated with the pre-
Reformation dawn mass of Christmas, the mass at cock-crow, a
service which in post-Reformation times was often transmuted
into an early morning service of mattins. The earliest texts of
plygain carols which we have date from the seventeenth
century, and already we hear of extensive carol singing in
Church, and extensive carol singing through the hours of the
night as groups of singers went from house to house on their
way to Church. Some at least of the plygain carols which are
sung today date from the end of the eighteenth century, and
many more from the nineteenth century.

In the Cymmrodorion Transactions publishing her study of
the plygain carols, Dr Enid Pierce Roberts points to five
features which characterize them. First they are resolutely
biblical in their contents and exclude non-biblical and legendary
material. Here we see a clear indication of the influence of the
Reformation. Secondly however, they are always written in the
‘we’ form rather than the ‘I’ form. They express corporate
rather than individual devotion, and in that sense though
popular they have a liturgical quality to them. Thirdly, while
they dwell on the story of Christmas and the mystery of the
Incarnation, they by no means stop there. They look at the
whole story of Christ, not least to his suffering and death, to his
resurrection and to his coming in glory. Fourthly, they often
contain a strong element of moral exhortation. But this does
not overshadow their fifth and final characteristic. They are
above all things songs of joyful celebration. God is perceived as
generous and merciful, rather than as the God of wrath and
judgement.

Whereas in the nineteenth and early twentieth century
plygain services seem to have taken place in many parts of Wales,
now they are mainly to be found in one district of mid-Wales
the Tanat valley area, the area where Ann lived. It is true too
that they are no longer celebrated in the early morning, but
usually in the evening on the Sundays following Christmas.
But this being said, the service itself, and the way in which it is
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most striking facts about Ann for the twentieth century reader
is the fact that she never made a fair copy of her hymns. Indeed
often she seems not to have written them down at all. After
composing them, she shared them with Ruth her companion,
and it was Ruth who, being a good singer, provided the tunes to
fit the words. It is through Ruth’s dictation of the words to her
husband, John Hughes,after Ann’s death, that Ann’s texts are
preserved for posterity. Seen against the background of the
plygain tradition, this example of oral tradition at the beginning
of the nineteenth century is less surprising than it might other-
wise be.

But it is of course with the contents of the carols that we are
most concerned. Do they in any way show the same interests,
the same themes, the same methods as Ann’s hymns? We must
at the outset make it clear that Ann’s hymns are not carols. For
one thing, they are written in the first person singular and
express the personal and fervent devotion which is characteristic
of the Methodist movement, but is not at all typical of the
plygain tradition. Ann’s verses are clearly Methodist hymns
written under the influence of Pantycelyn and the other great
hymn writers of the first generation of the Methodist movement.
But this being said, we may still ask whether it is not possible to
see at least some traces of the influence of the plygain carols in
Ann’s hymns, for the carols were texts with which she must
have been familiar from her childhood.

I would suggest that we can see at least three major signs of
such influence. First there is the very full use of Old Testament
images and types to speak of Christ. Ann sees Christ everywhere
in the pages of the Old Testament. So do the carol writers. So in
one carol we sing,

On this day’s morn, a little child, a little child

The root of Jesse was born, a little child,

The Mighty One from Bosra,

The Lawgiver on Mount Sinai,

The Atonement won on Calvary, a little child, a little child,
Sucking at Mary’s breast, a little child.

The living waters of Ezekiel, on Mary’s knee, on Mary’s knee.
Daniel’s true Messiab on Mary’s knee
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sometimes startling ways. So a later verse from the first carol
which we quoted, runs as follows,
Righteousness was satisfied, through the work of Atonement
And the law was beld in honour, though the work of the Atonement.
Great bell is shaking
The turtle dove is singing,
And God and man are smiling, through the work of the Atonement
In peace in the person of Jesus, through the work of the Atonement.

In a carol which is today often sung at the end of the plygain,
there is an exhortation to the congregation to hasten to enter
into the covenant which God offers us in his Son. Here the
images of the nails of the cross, of the heavenly feast, of the
return of the prodigal are combined in a very striking way. This
again is part of the back-cloth against which we need to see
Ann’s hymns.

Today is the day of the covenant, and the supper is ready
With the table laid, O, let us burry!

The hands that were nailed are welcoming prodigal children
Into the land of the heavenly Canaan to feast for ever.
Amen, Amen; praise be for ever, Amen.

Halleluia to the Messiab who always forgives. Amen.

In his Introduction to Homage to Ann Griffiths, (Church in
Wales Publications) published in 1976, the bicentenary year of
her birth, H.A. Hodges wrote:

One feature of Ann’s literary style which is often remarked upon is the
richness and boldness of her imagery. The principal and almost the sole
source from which she draws it is the Bible, and in that she does not
differ from the general run of devout writers in the tradition to which
she belongs. What is outstanding in her work is the richness of the
texture into which she weaves this material. It is safe to say that the
reader of Ann who is not familiar with the text of scripture, not just its
general drift but its actual words and phrases, will constantly fail to
see her point. (p. 8)
The ‘carpenters of song’ who composed the plygain carols do
not generally have Ann’s peculiar genius. But they too are
sometimes rich and bold in their use of biblical imagery.
In general, as has been said, the tone of the carols is objective,
and their method historical, tracing Christ’s journey from Beth-
lehem to the Cross, from the empty tomb to the mount of the
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They are expressions of the love of the Trinity. In a carol which
we have quoted before, we sing,

Let us consider the love of the Trinity, freely willed, freely willed
In setting out a way of covenant, freely willed

The Fatber chose the surety,

The Son was content to suffer

The Holy Spirit gave bis gifts, freely willed, freely willed

To bring Sion bome, freely willed.

It is the salvation of Sion, not just of the individual which has
been freely willed from all eternity. We find this vision in the
Welsh Methodist hymn writers. We find it in the plygain carols
too. It is a trait which links Little Dolwar with the heart of the
Eastern Christian tradition, for here we have a verbal expression
in hymnody of the faith which is perfectly expressed in visual
terms by the greatest of Russian icons, Andrei Rublev’s icon of
the Holy Trinity.

A first-rate recording of plygain carols with an excellent
explanatory leaflet (in English) can be obtained from Sain
Records, Penygroes, Caernarfon, Gwynedd.

A collection of the texts of the carols (in Welsh) made by
Geraint Vaughan Jones, the Rector of Mallwyd, one of the

parishes where the plygain still flourishes, is being published this
Christmas by Y Lolfa.
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place and purpose in the life of God, both in his creation and in
his dealings with men. In creation it often exists for the
preservation and protection of life: the life of the child in the
womb, the chicken in its shell, the orange in its skin. As a
meeting place with man, God appeared in the burning bush, the
pillar of fire, the ark of the covenant. From the Garden of Eden
to the Upper Room, God manifests himself to us in enclosures,
the purpose of which appears to be not only the protection of
man but the containment of an almighty force.

In the Gospels there are many examples of enclosure where
God is at work to. create or redeem. In the Incarnation of his
son, God chose the womb of Mary to be our Lord’s first earthly
enclosure, and from the womb he was then nurtured within the
circle of the Holy Family. The gospels are also punctuated with
events in our Lord’s life which took place within a restrictive
enclosure culminating ultimately in Calvary and the Tomb. But
it is in the High Priestly Prayer (John 17) that the interior life
of our Lord is revealed to us. Couched in poetic language, the
dominant theme of the prayer is prayer for unity, but it also has
strong undertones of enclosure of the heart. Our understanding
of this prayer is to be found in the words, ‘As thou Father, art
in me, and [ in thee’. For Christ, the place of his enclosure was
in the heart of his Father. St Bernard points us to this place of
rest in the words, ‘For this purpose was thine heart wounded
that i it we might dwell, hidden in thee from outward
disturbance’. The liturgy of the Church also speaks of this
enclosure of the heart in the Prayer of Humble Access: ‘Grant
us therefore, gracious Lord, so to eat the flesh of your dear Son
Jesus Christ and to drink his blood, that we may evermore dwell
in him and he in us’.

Enclosure is also a place of solitary prayer and contemplation.
Throughout his earthly ministry our Lord withdrew period-
ically to a lonely place to pray. Communion with his beavenly
Father and obedience to his will was his whole motivation. The
Church also celebrates the obedience of his Mother with words
that suggest the spiritual dimension of enclosure. In the Night
Office of the Feast of the Annunciation, we sing, ‘A garden
enclosed art Thou O Mother of God, a spring shut up, a fountain
sealed; . . . ’. Henri Nouwen writes of the icon of the Virgin of
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life. There are prisons and concentration camps which restrict
man’s God-given freedom; and part of the purpose of a con-
templative community whose ethos is the work of reconciliation
is to offer the life of voluntary enclosure in reparation for these
cruel enforced enclosures.

As I said earlier, enclosure can be dedicated to the protection
of life, but it is also helpful to compare the life of enclosure
with the harnessing and generating of energy within a nuclear
power station. This particular form of enclosure demands strict
rules and safety regulations if the tendency for power to escape
and dissipate is to be restricted and controlled. St Seraphim
taught that ‘the aim of the Christian life is the acquisition of the
Holy Spirit’,? thereby underlining the truth that the source of
all spiritual power in the life of a Christian is to be found in the
Holy Spirit. But we need only to recall the far-reaching con-
sequences of the Chernobyl disaster to understand how
important the proper transformation of energy and control of
power is for the life of a contemplative community. If spiritual
power is to be effective, if it is not to dissipated into a vague
goodness or wholly emotional religion, it needs the confining
strength of discipline. Seen in this light, enclosure is not only a
creative vehicle of God’s economy, but it is in full accord with
the Gospel teaching that ‘strait is the gate, and narrow is the
way, which leadeth unto life, and few there be that find it’. '

In the life of an enclosed community the confinement and
channelling of energies obviously leads to a life of greater
intensity than the norm. No separation between the sacramental
and daily life is made, which hopefully prevents the danger of
life and prayer becoming unrelated. But this intensity also needs
to be lightened at times, and we are blessed in our community
with what has been described as ‘the Teresian spirit’ suggesting,
I hope, the common sense embodied in the words of St Teresa
who herself directed her nuns to ‘bring out the castanets’! There
are times when it is not only good psychology to bring out the
castanets, but also very much in keeping with the Carmelite
tradition.

As we consider different aspects of the life of enclosure I find
the underlying theme can be expressed as a return to the centre.
This return might even be described as a gravitational pull which
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Suprisingly, this search for contact with the centre can
manifest itself at times in a desire to escape from a reality too
harsh to bear. The pressures of twentieth century life can lead a
secker to find relief through various means, from drugs and
alcohol to transcendental meditation and some dubious forms
of esoteric religion—not to mention the occult. We are aware
that the contemplative life, with its aura of peace, is also
viewed as a kind of refuge from modern life, although this isa
misinterpretation of the nature and purpose of contemplation.
Contemplative prayer, far from being an escape from reality, is
an entering into the one true reality, entering into the very life
of God himself.

Contemplation is not a cessation from activity, but rather an
activity of great intensity, a constant turning to God (metanoia),
and a commitment to self-sacrifice: not seeking consolation,
not being demanding, but giving in order to receive. We see two
basic requirements of the contemplative life in the example of
St Mary Magdalene: her love for her Lord, and her penitence.
In the Introduction to The Question of the Holy Grail, Pauline
Matarasso refers to the Cistercian inspiration of the fable saying
that ‘The Grail is the symbol of God’s grace . . . dispensed to each
individual soul in the measure in which he is capable of receiving
it.’® It seems to me that the measure in which we are capable of
receiving God’s grace is determined by the measure in which we
are prepared to enter into the self-oblation of Christ. There is a
danger that what can be offered to seekers of the Grail is not
the sacrifice of thanksgiving and immolation, but a watered
down cup of salvation.

At the heart of the quest for God is a hunger and thirst, not
for chants and mantras that lull the senses, nor for a religion
relying on emotionalism for its expression, nor indeed for a
religion which seeks to bypass the Cross on the strait and
narrow way leading to the Resurrection. What is being sought is
the one true eternal reality to be found in the Word of God, in
liturgy, ritual and symbol, and in the full sacramental life of
Christ’s body, the Church. The Church, the guardian of the
Holy Grail, is indeed the answer to man’s deepest need, but if
the Church, the body of Christ, is to be true to its head, it must
ask the same question Christ asked his disciples: ‘Are you able
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Do not these words describing the life of the Trinity also
describe the beginning and the end of the quest for the Holy
Grail? The fundamental call to the centre is the voice calling
‘Abba! Father!". So if we, who are rich in material and spiritual
resources are called to a life in the Trinity, we are called to a life
of sharing. We are called to a life of sacrifice, to being prepared,
in the words of the hymn I quoted earlier, to let go of ‘All the
vain things that charm me most’, and ‘sacrifice them to his
Blood’. Surely then, the answer to the question, ‘Where is the
Grail?’ is the same answer to the question, ‘Are you able to
drink the cup that I drink?”:

T will offer Thee the sacrifice of thanksgiving and call upon the
Name of the Lord’.

NOTES

1. The Rule of St Benedict, A Commentary, Dom Paul Delatte, trans.
Dom Justin McCann. London: Burnes QOates and Washbourne
Limited, 1921, p. 24.

2. This exerpt is taken from notes of an address given by Henri Nouwen
on ‘The Icon of the Virgin of Viadimir: An invitation to belong to
God’.

3. Cf. Fairacres Publication 26, The Message of St Serapbim by Irina
Gorainov.

4. Mother Maria, Sceptrum Regale, Library of Orthodox Thinking,
Greek Orthodox Monastery of the Assumption, 1973, p. 30.

5. I am indepted to a discussion of this subject in Images and Symbols
by Mircea Eliade.

6. P.M. Matarasso, The Quest of the Holy Grail, Penguin Books, 1969,
pp. 15-16.

7. “The Triune God: The Supreme Source of Life’, a paper prepared for
the Sixth Assembly of the World Counsel of Churches in Vancouver,
Canada, 1983.
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But I would like to go to a still deeper level with our theme.
John the Baptist says something amazing: ‘He must increase,
but I must decrease’ (John 3:30 RSV). The Greek text in a
literal translation is a very direct statement on our theme:
‘Christ must grow, but I must be diminished!’, in Greek passive
voice! The paradox is revealed here as a change of dominion: no
longer I but He! It is Christ in us, Christ in our world, who must
grow, become more and more, He, the Creator, the Lord—and
therefore we have to resign, to be diminished in a very real sense.
Christ needs our whole being for this growing in us. ‘It is no
longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me’ (Gal. 2:20). Christ
now is the active one in growing Himself and in diminishing us.
Our part is to let it happen to us, really to become less.

Therefore 1 would prefer a little modification of our theme
to make it very clear: ‘God’s creativity in our diminishment’.
Christ said to Paul, ‘My power is made perfect in weakness’
(2 Cor. 12:9). Luther translated not quite so correctly but very
personally, ‘My power is made perfect in weak people’. Justin
this sense I would like to explore our theme: God’s creative
power in our weakness, in our being diminished, in us the weak
people we are. The paradox then highlights this further truth:
God prefers the weakness, He loves the can’t-ness, He who is the
powerful, to whom all things are possible. So Christ stands in
the midst of our theme. His Cross is the very sign of the Father’s
mysterious creativity in the total diminishment of the Son. And
here the paradox discloses its ultimate depth: God’s creativity
in God’s diminishment, God’s Resurrection in God’s Death.
And all our little experiences of being diminished (and of
creativity!) will point to this mystery, far beyond our grasp.

In the end it is so simple. I was very impressed by a comment
of Archbishop Anthony Bloom: he said, ‘I am able to take my
watch in my hand, my fingers hold it fast—but now my hand is
occupied, it is no longer free for any other gift.” Being dimin-
ished by God means very often letting go whatever we are
holding to become open handed for His grace. This letting go
we experience mostly in a passive way for the first time, feeling
it as being ‘robbed’, as a big loss; later on perhaps we are able to
surrender the ‘robbed thing’, to give it to God freewillingly, and
we can realize that then, paradoxically, the loss becomes a gain.
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us to live in his reality which is ours too, and not under the
cloak of our wishes and fantasies.

The other diminishment I will describe will be for us all a
painful one, I mean God’s diminishments in our prayer life.
How marvellous the beginning was! We really were able to pray,
we loved to do it. And after some years? There this descent has
already begun, we become less and less capable of praying. And
after many years? The downward mountain experiences are
perhaps becoming unbearable: nothing of prayer seems to have
remained, no ability at all what we more and more long for. I
fear such is the pattern, at least very often. It seems to be the
usual way in a life of contemplative prayer. In the beginning
perhaps we hoped it would go upwards more and more, but just
the opposite does happen. We all know this growing can’t-ness
in prayer—and we mostly donot see or feel that Christ is growing
in us by that. He has not promised that we could grasp or even
notice His growing in us, His creativity (which other people
perhaps can see!), whereas the loss of His gifts usually is a very
hurtful feeling. Being diminished in this way brings us into the
darkness, makes us blind and confused. It will help us to deep
faith without seeing and ‘having’ something in our hands. Christ
will grow in us totally unseen and in a way of which we cannot
be conscious. That need not be a great mystical experience—but
each of us will know it in a very deep and simple way. For
example, one Is in very exhaustlng professional work and the
opportunities for ‘proper prayer’ are very small, then finally the
holidays are coming, or we get sick and suddenly have lots of
time; but prayer is worse than before. Or perhaps we are at last
in retirement, now therefore we have time and space and ‘plans’
for a ‘real’ spiritual life. But our prayer-life does not blossom, it
seems to fade away. Of course we have to ‘do’ whatever we can
in spite of our can’t-ness, but the experience of a descent will
more and more be there. And we have perhaps bitterly to learn
that there will never be an ideal state in our life. As I said earlier,
we are not ideal, we have to realize the reality. But Christ is—
unseen—in the midst of our so very evident nothingness, and
He loves us just as we are.

As younger ones we have more chances to run away from the
diminishments on so many levels—life is so open and presents so
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exposure to such assumptions and to learn in them the real
truth: God’s creativity in our diminishment. We have to learn to
say our No: to our work, to colleagues, to friends, to the family,
to our Sisters, we have to leave our ‘throne’ (if we sat on onel).
And we shall experience that God can do marvellous things for
others if we have said our ‘creative No’ to them with love and
with our whole heart, because God wants that from us now. If
we do not let go, if we hold fast in our hands, because we think
we are ‘irreplaceable’, we hinder God at the end from doing His
works. The more we learn to say this wholehearted No, the
more we shall discover lots of God’s creativity in situations which
seem to be nothing else than ‘impossible’.

Now something else in this phase of our life which so often is
a difficulty for us is the menopause. It belongs very much to
our theme because it is really a diminishment! However our life
may have been till that phase and however we have dealt with
our sexuality, as women we go through a real bereavement in
these years. We are really bereaved of our fruitfulness and that
means, so I think, we have lost a great value in our being women.
It is something of a major diminishment. And therefore these
years are years of crisis. If you read helpful books about the
menopause they will teach you how rich you remain in spite of
the loss, and how life can be wonderful in spite of this ex-
perience. That is true. But it seems to me that the other side of
this phase is the more important one: to pass through real dying
as a pre-exercise for the later dying of the whole being. What a
challenge to let God work and be creative in us in His way by
this being diminished, by this becoming older, by this dying.
Wendy Robinson perhaps would speak of the challenge of our
creative No to our fruitfulness, to our life as women tll now
(whether married or lived in celibacy) and it will go on in
another way. We’ll become more mature, we ‘know’ more of
death, we are more ready to be prepared for it by God and in
His ways in our whole being.

A little appendix to a special diminishment of this phase: we
have to observe a very important change in the ‘hierarchy’ of
our being. Till now usually our mind or our will could command
our body what to do, what not to do. The menopause begins in
the body as a part of dying, and from then on it, our body,
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come, let your fear come, your guilty feelings, your memories,
your super ego.

One day my old age came into the hall. That is a very funny
story (and you see, [ am not very old at present). This old age
was a small, very ancient and joyful person. She told me how
she works. She said to me: I'll take away from you one thing
after another, perhaps beginning with your teeth, your hair,
looking young and fresh and so on. You have the choice. If you
give me freewillingly what I want to have, I will bring it and give
it to Christ as your gift; if you refuse, [ will rob you of i,
because 1 am much stronger than you, and put it in my own
pocket! 1 was very amazed by this lesson, but I think it is
a wonderful picture for our theme: Christ can be very creative
in us when we are ready to be diminished, to let go our
strength, our youth, all we are, in becoming older and older. His
challenges for obedience will grow—and the challenges to new
creation within us.

I have to stop, but I cannot help telling you one ‘picture’
more: a picture of my death which of course too is in the
banquet hall of Christ within me. But this picture was also on a
deeper level, somewhere in my unconsciousness. There was a
circular lake, rather small, and very slowly my death ascended
in the middle of that lake. It was the classical skeleton with a
wide black cape, the hood drawn over his skull. Christ beckoned
Death and slowly he went on the water till he reached the land
and came Into my consciousness. I had to meet him, to greet
him, to give him the kiss of peace, because it was my death.
And then both of us were blessed by Christ and sent into the
river of baptism, to be baptized together into the death of
Christ. So both of us went into the river hand in hand. There
were steps in the river and very slowly we went down. Death
was at my right hand. It was a very deep and silent experience.
We were now totally under the water, but it was like a shelter
round us, the shelter of Christ’s death, a protecting darkness.
And step by step we went down. Suddenly I noticed in the
darkness that I had somebody at my left hand too, and then I
noticed that it was a very long row of persons, which went with
us step by step, very concentrated, silent, slow. And I realized
that all my feast-fellows were with me going down the stairs.
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BOOKS

ANN GRIFFITHS, The Furnace and the Fountain, A.M. Allchin.
University of Wales Press, 1987, £3.50. SONGS TO HER GOD,
Spirituality of Ann Griffiths, Cowley Publications, 1987, $7.95.

Thanks are due to the University of Wales Press and Cowley
Publications in the States for offering these attractive editions
of Canon Allchin’s interesting and illuminating study of Ann
Griffiths. As interest in this remarkable eighteenth century
Welsh hymn writer grows—I understand there was even a film
on television about her recently—it is timely that an accurate
and well researched account of her life and work is available.

It is important to see Ann’s work in relation to the cultural
and religious history of the period, and Canon Allchin is
admirably and perhaps uniquely cognizant and sympathetic
with the tradition of Welsh life and literature. But it is of even
greater importance, I think, that as an historian and author of
several books on spirituality he is equipped to approach Ann
Griffiths from a perspective that relates her work not only to its
immediate context, but also to its place among the writings of
other Christian mystics and poets throughout the ages. Indeed,
the significance of even the details of Ann’s brief life are best
understood in this context.

Unfortunately I am unable to appreciate the beauty of Ann’s
hymns in the original language, and am grateful for the
translations accompanying them, but I recommend this study
because I think others like myself who are not acquainted with
Ann Griffiths through the Welsh hymnal will value her work in
translation. Though I am probably missing some of what is
conveyed through this very rich language, I find I can make
contact with Ann as I do with other Christian writers and use
the material for my own study and prayer. I can see that the
hymns can be compared with the canticles of St John of the
Cross for their ardour and depth, and with the works of the
metaphysical poets for their subtlety. There is both the
immediacy of one wholly absorbed with God, and the artistry
of experience reflected upon at length. If the use of Ann’s
verse as hymns, their natural vehicle in her circumstances,
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Probably there were practical considerations, but I would like
to think that Ann married because it made her happy to do so.
Anyone with her spiritual gifts would find life difficult wherever
she was called to lead it, though she would benefit from being
‘earthed’ as it were, by domestic or community life. We know
from the writings of other mystics that they were called to
much inward suffering and penance as well as a vision of God,
and Ann’s letters describing her inner life—‘The warfare is as hot
as it ever was, enemies within, enemies without’ (p. 34)--suggest
that this too was her lot. In fact the subtitle of the English
edition of Canon Allchin’s book is taken from one of her
letters:

At times she knew God’s grace as a consuming fire, at others as a

cleansing, healing stream. ‘Thanks always’, she writes, ‘that the furnace

and the fountain are so close together.” (p. 1)

I think anyone familiar with monastic spirituality would find
an ‘immediate sense of kinship and recognition’ with Ann’s
spirituality, and this suggests to me also an answer to the
question one might expect when confronted by a young woman
with limited educational opportunities demonstrating a mastery
of theological doctrine. One is bound to ask how she could
write of the Incarnation and the Trinity with such clarity
and profundity. I think what would occur to one formed by the
monastic life was that the notable theological depth and clarity
of Ann’s writings are the fruit of prayer. The texts of the hymns
which reflect on scriptural subjects express insights gained
through a contemplative study of scripture known in the
monastic tradition as lectio divina, the kind of prayerful
ruminating on scripture that leads to the Word of God speaking
on many levels. Lectio does not preclude intellectual study as
well, but it forms the perspective of one who studies. The
chapter of our Rule on Lectio Divina and Spiritual Reading
says: ‘The study of Scripture to form the basis of their prayer
should be the first charge upon the Sisters’ attention in the time
set apart for reading (Ch 17). Such a teaching may be significant
to one wondering how the daughter of a Welsh farmer learned
to speak as she did, ‘How is it that Ann manages . . . to wed
depth of feeling to intellectual lucidity?’ (p. 17). It is not just a
matter of sources, it is a matter of her formation in the life of

35






not contradicted on closer reading, is of a remarkable
consistency in the verse and in the objects of Miss Jennings’
attention. Indeed, it is precisely this quality of attention which
marks these poems most deeply, where attention is understood,
in Iris Murdoch’s words, as ‘a just and loving gaze directed upon
an individual reality’. Miss Jennings’ poetry, personal, lyrical or
religious, is always objective, touched by a contemplative spirit
and a concern for truth which distinguishes it from much
contemporary writing. In it the poet is able to engage the world
without yoking it to some subjective and ultimately distorting
personal need or compulsion. In an early poem, ‘Beyond
Possession’, Jennings describes a way of relating to and
experiencing the world which contradicts the drive to possess
and dominate; this is a way characterized by attention, a way
which must be followed:

Till flower and water blend with freedom of
Passion that does not close them in and hide
Their deepest natures; but the beart is strong
To beat with rose and river in one song.

This theme emerges explicitly in other poems throughout the
book, for example in “This Is’ or ‘In Itself’; more importantly it
1s present as the foundation of all Jennings’ poetry in which
acute observation and compassionate engagement are held
together.

Those poems which speak of love—given, shared, refused—
are the strongest examples of this essential tension in Jennings’
writing, a tension which issues in an immense range of feeling
and of poetic technique. There is a physical wrenching attached
to a later poem, ‘I Feel’ which moves the reader without ever
lapsing into self-pity or sentimentality:

I feel I could be turned to ice
If this goes on, if this goes on.
I feel I could be buried twice
And still the death not yet be done.

I feel I could be turned to fire
If theve can be no end to this.
I know within me such desire
No kiss could satisfy, no kiss.
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due to the concentration of themes here: God living a2 human
life and dying a human death in Jesus; the mutual indwelling of
the Persons of the Trinity. There are many poems which reach
similar heights of intensity—all of them carefully crafted and
precise. Some of the religious poems in this collection are more
lyrical however, and gain in generosity, though never losing the
accuracy which is one of Jennings’ hallmarks; here is part of a

poem called ‘Sufism’:

This God is a veil over the world but is also shining at us
Through all growth, bides in the detailed veins of a leaf . . .

Let us chant for not only in silence is our God at band, bhe will
bound to life

And sport with and glovy in bis creation if we

Will play with bis games, be serious also with his ways with us

as he spins

The world we are on. Let us take it to us like lovers, embrace

the God we have summoned.

There can be little doubt that this volume of Collected Poems
represents one of the most impressive achievements of post-war
English poetry, but her achievement is more than literary,
for beyond the moving poems here which speak of the darker
aspects of human existence, pain, grief and suffering, is the
wider horizon which Elizabeth Jennings’ poetry offers us, a
vision of a world invaded, broken apart and indwelt by God.

ROBERT FARMER

THE SPIRITUAL JOURNEY OF ST THERESE OF LISIEUX
by Guy Gaucher. Darton Longman and Todd Ltd, 1987, £5.95.

This study of Thérese of Lisieux by the Bishop of Meaux is the
latest in a succession of books about the saint which began to
appear in the fifties, around the time that Celine, the last
Martin sister, died in the Lisieux Carmel. These included
von Balthazar’s Thérese of Lisieux, 1da Gorres’ The Hidden
Face and Ronald Knox’s translation of the Autobiography of a
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for she adored him.

The author also draws out the impact that the wave of
unbelief sweeping through France at the end of the nineteenth
century had upon Thérése during her last illness when she felt
the force of its power. ‘I am surprised that more atheists do not
take their own lives’, she wrote, ‘If I had not had faith I would
have taken my life without hesitation.’

She won through not only through spiritual strength, but
because she was drawn as if by instinct, to theological truths
which are taken for granted now, but which were not common
in Catholic France at the end of the nineteenth century. Chief
of these was the centrality of the text of the Bible rather than
commentaries upon it and pious devotions, although she herself
expressed the faith that was in her through the latter. But from
the Bible she discovered the truth of the mercy and love of
God. She realized that the path to sanctity was not through
superhuman efforts but by unconditional trust in that love,
despite one’s sins, doubts and weaknesses. Not surprisingly she
was never really understood by those among whom she lived, yet
the instinct of ordinary Christians ever since her death has led
them to realize that they too can share in Thérése’s Little Way.

The testimonies printed at the end of this book date from
1908 until 1982 and include among others, contributions from
a Pope, a Cardinal, Russian Orthodox Christians, Coptic monks
from Wadi El Natroon, a student, and a prisoner writing on the
night before his execution.

In her retired convent, dying at the age of twenty-four,
Thérese had discovered truths that the twentieth century was
waiting for. The age of great saints attaining sanctity by extra-
ordinary means was out. In a cold winter she remarked wryly,
‘Saints go to heaven with their instruments of penance and I
will go with my foot-warmer.’ So, no doubt,will most of us.

Thanks to Céline’s photographic equipment, this book con-
tains authentic pictures of the Martin family and of Thérése
and her Carmelite sisters. We may think that they were rather a
plain lot, but their genuine humanity comes through the stilted
postures required by photography in that era. ‘Saints hardly
ever grow old,” said Pope John Paul II at Lisieux. ‘They never
become figures of the past, men and women of yesterday. On
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uses to convey truth that lies beyond. ‘We could liken it in
visual terms to an enormous tapestry woven from the total
experience of generations . . . it swings between singing and
keeping silent’ (p. 32).

Chapter Three rediscovers what the Incarnation means within
the Gospel. We are warned against the dangers of turning faith
into an institutional system: ‘in putting this emphasis upon
“the man” John was withstanding the temptation and the
tendency to over-theologise and over-institutionalise the person
of Jesus.” (p. 56)

Chapter Four explores the theme of womanhood. The author
claims that this Gospel points to the part that womanhood must
occupy in the reshaping of human life: ‘to learn that means
both sexes have to learn afresh what the feminine in human life
expresses’ (p. 68). He is unafraid to castigate St Paul’s treatment
of women and the resulting affect upon the Church’s under-
standing of human sexuality. ‘For too many centuries Christians
looked at life through the filters of doctrine that obscured and
distorted their views of the body and their sexuality’ (p. 78). He
imaginatively perceives agape as a vitalising theme in the
Gospel: a total dependence upon mutual love and friendship.

Chapters Five, Six and Seven explore the Johannine Church,
the Johannine Christ and the Johannine Spirit. The author
discusses the part John’s Gospel had in the understanding of the
Church as ‘one, holy, catholic and apostolic’. We are warned
against the dangers of an idealized form of religion that kills the
spirit-inspired freedom of following Jesus. The Gospel dwells
deeply on the nature of loving: ‘In the Gospel as a whole the
meaning is filled out in terms of the experience John and others
had had. Here is the man who had drawn them to himself, who
had loved them and taught them the meaning of love’ (p. 112).
We are left with a challenge to go away and pray this Gospel
believing that ‘the Fourth Gospel is . . . the most needed to be
read and prayed’ (p. 126) because it can respond and answer to
the world’s needs. ‘It means learning as Jesus of Nazareth did to
listen, see, touch and taste all God-given things that we may be
the better equipped to respond to this prompting Spirit’ (p. 129).

Finally, the Appendix gives us a very helpful and practical
suggestion for regular reading and praying of John's Gospel.
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CONTEMPLATING THE WORD, A Practical Handbook, by
Peter Dodson. SPCK, 1987, £2.50.

This is exactly the right book for the evangelical Christian. It is
completely soaked in the Bible and is an utterly practical
introduction to a way of contemplative prayer for all who wish
to base their spirituality on words and images drawn directly
from the Bible. As the author, who is Director of the Retreats
Promotion Centre for the North of England and a Team Vicar
writes, ‘the Bible remains inexhaustibly rich in words and
phrases which are food for contemplating, and any one saying is
food for a lifetime and more than a lifetime’.

The first chapter places great emphasis on the discipline of
attention. The chapter on retreats describes the use of a focus
for prayer such as a standing cross, a lighted candle, a floral
arrangement: ‘I have used a shepherd’s crook, just placing it on
the floor in the middle of the group. One of the most powerful
symbols 1 ever used with a contemplative group was a small
ship’s anchor, it spoke volumes.” Another chapter is devoted to
describing one complete contemplative prayer exercise, with the
necessary silences indicated—a necessary tool for teaching
contemplative prayer.

The Appendix includes a useful list of addresses of Anglican
contemplative monastic communities; a list of other venues
which foster a creative use of silence; and a reading list. 1
strongly recommend this book to the keen Christian who wishes
to make progress in the life of prayer.

NORMAN W. GOODACRE






Two New Fairacres Publications:

ANGLICANISM: A Canterbury Essay by Kenneth Mason.
SLG Press 1987 (Fairacres Publication 101) Price: £1.25.

This appreciation of the inheritance and character of the Church
of England gives an account of the challenge of contemporary
Anglicanism and its Christian life. The author discusses the
identity of Ecclesia Amnglicana as a national church, a church of
dispersed authority, and explains the significance of its Gallican
principles. He describes the historical background and tensions
in doctrine and liturgy of its dipolar condition as a church both
catholic and reformed. He claims the Church of England does
merit its common description as a church of the incarnation,
that 1s, a caring church with a dynamic understanding of this
doctrine.

Offering a balanced and irenic assessment of the complexities
of various traditions and areas of experience within the church,
the author draws on his knowledge of history, theology, and
pastoral experience. Yet it is a personal statement too, for as
Canon Mason says, ‘I have also found that the tradition of the
Church of England cannot merely be passed on without
reflection, nor reflected on without criticism. . . . But I hope
that those who read this essay, whether themselves Anglicans or
not, will recognise the love for the Church of England out of
which it was written.’

KENNETH MASON was born in 1931, bas worked in the parish ministry
of the Church of England, and for eighteen years, in the education of the
church’s ministers. He is Principal of the Canterbury School of Ministry,
and Homnorary Canon of Canterbury, and an examining chaplain to the
Archbishop of Canterbury.
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SLG AND ASSOCIATES

NEW MEMBERS
FLG

Mrs Dorothy E. Pilbin, 33 Charney Rd., Grange Over Sands, Cumbria
LA11 6BP

Revd Jeremy Younger, St Mary’s Vicarage, 16 Tomlin’s Grove, London
E3 4NX

Ms Claire English Robson, 5 Mornington Rd, Leytonstone, London
E11 3BE

Miss Joyce Brand, Rosemary Cottage, Fen Lane, Ashwicken, King’s Lynn
Norfolk, PE32 1LR
Miss Diana Roantree, 19 Haimes Lane, Shaftesbury, Dorset, SP7 8A]
Mrs Betty Bartlett, The Vicarage, 58 Brinkinfield Rd., Chalgrove, 0X9 7QX

Mrs M.F.C. Bewley, ‘Patience’, 42 Qatfield Dr., Cranbrook, Kent,
TN12 3LA
Revd Canon Walter Greenfield, St Veronica, 3 Hinton Close, Hinton St.,
George, Somerset, TA17 8SH
Revd Ian Douglas Hunter Smart, St Mary’s Vicarage, Cockerton, Darlington
Co Durham DL3 9EX

Mrs Pamela Smith, 3 Bainton Rd., Oxford, OX2 7AF

PRIESTS ASSOCIATE
Rt Revd Michael Scott-Joynt, Ash Garth, Broughton Crescent, Barlaston,
Stoke-on-Trent, ST12 9DD
Revd Ronald Burrow, The Vicarage, West Hill, Ottery St Mary, Devon
EX11 IWW.

OBLATES
Mrs Cynthia Fretwell; All Saints Vicarage, Kingston Rd., Intake, Doncaster
DN2 6LS
Mrs Dunn, The Clergy House, Brecon Cathedral, Brecon, Powys, Wales
LD3 9DP

Miss Elizabeth Beaton, 9 The Blowings, Freeland, Oxon., 0X7 2H]J

RIE:

Mrs Harrison, Highfield, Mandeville Road, Saffron-Walden, Essex,
CB11 4AQ (Oblate)
Mrs Meg Hooper, 9 Bay View Terrace, Porthleven, Nr Helston, Cornwall
TR13 9JQ (Oblate)

Resignation from FLG

Dr A. Maro Laxton, Beechfield, Hookwood Lane, Ampfield, Romsey
Hants SO51 9BZ








