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GROWING OLD WITH GOD by T.N. Rudd. SLG Press 1988 (Fairacres 
Publication 104). Price 75 pence. 

'Old age is no time for getting stuck', says Dr Tom Rudd, former Consultant 
Physician, Department of Geriatric Medicine, Southampton University 
Hospitals, who believes that people with a deep religious faith are best able 
to realize the promise of these years. He challenges the 'bingo image' of 
old age, and shows how the post-retirement years can be a time of genuine 
growth and fulfilment. This heartening and perceptive study outlines the 
problems and sorrows of these years, and describes opportunities for dis­
covering and developing our religious needs and the work of prayer. 
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COMMUNITY NOTES 

massacre, torture, deportation, the persecution of minorities, the 
exploitation of race-hatreds have been the customary fabric of history. 
Men are murderous and murdering primates ... 

wrote Professor George Steiner in an article which appeared in 
Encounter last year. The truth of this is only too evident in the 
overt expressions of horror and violence which have charac­
terized the twentieth century up to this present time, and also­
beneath an apparently civilized veneer-in the political conduct 
of Church and State. 

When rightly propounding or defending passionately-held 
principles we need always to be aware of the danger that we 
might be, and often are, destroying persons in the process. It is 
so easy to forget the individual reality behind the idea of a 
'group' or 'class' of people. When we actually encounter any­
one, we meet so much more than we had imagined or assumed; 
and we have to remember that we cannot grasp, let alone 
articulate, the whole of a given situation. Often contradictory 
factors do co-exist and the whole refuses to be neatly tabulated 
and expressed, because nothing we talk or think about is 
completely external to ourselves and we cannot even distance 
ourselves sufficiently to be definitive. In The Way of Paradox: 
Spiritual life as taught by Meister Eckhart, Cyprian Smith 
writes: 

we cannot hope to understand or change society unless we also learn to 
understand and change ourselves. We have to know, recognize and 
accept what is going on in the deepest levels of our mind, for this affects 
our outward behaviour. There is nothing in politics or society which has 
not originated in the human mind. Whatever the human heart, in its 
secret depths, conceives and imagines, for good or ill, will manifest 
itself outwardly in time. (p. 3) 

Of course the depressing comment on human beings with 
which I began is not the whole story. We are capable of supreme 
goodness and loveliness as well as the reverse. What is 'bad' is 
remarked and made much of because we still assume that 'good' 
is the norm. Mercy, tolerance, generosity and forbearance are 
everywhere present and practised, but seldom publicized: and 
we all know that disasters, whether limited to our own personal 
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lives or on a wider scale, bring out the often unsuspected best in 
people. No one can be wholly evil because God has created all 
of us and thereby put into us something of himself: and as we 
come to this year's participation in Passiontide and Easter we 
are reminded again that by submitting in love to the worst that 
humans can do to each other, God has in Jesus absorbed and 
transfigured that for all time, before and after the historical 
date of the Crucifixion. 

Moreover, the conviction that God knows, loves and holds all 
things does not save us from the pain and problem of meeting 
life as it is. We have patiently to persevere in living it, pointed­
we hope-towards him when there seems to be little or no 
evidence of his existence, let alone of his love. The only con­
solation is to be found in the companionship of Jesus who has 
himself gone that way and doubted, yet affirmed, his Father in 
his cry of dereliction from the Cross. It seems to me that that 
was the point at which, as man, God did for us and with us what 
we cannot do alone. The temptations of Jesus recorded in the 
Gospels, concerned with natural appetite and power over men's 
hearts and lives-even power to do good-could conceivably 
have been vanquished by strength of will and dedication to 
aesthetic and spiritual values not necessarily religious; but to 
accept in love the apparent absence of love was finally to over­
come the temptation to despair with which we are all too 
familiar today. 

It is always hard to accept inability to control ourselves and 
our circumstances; and hardest of all, perhaps, when we have to 
recognize our powerlessness to help other people. When we have 
done all that is humanly possible we know that they must 
remain alone in a place where only God can reach them. The 
Biblical tradition of the women who stayed near the Cross is full 
of significance: they did not go away from the pain of their 
own suffering but accepted that, and the very fact of their 
presence, however helpless they were, was a statement of love. 
Often we can apply this to our own experience when our 
seeming uselessness can constitute part of our intercession. If 
we centre our attention on God and have faith in him beyond 
us as well as beside us, always and in everything, that restores 
our sense of proportion. Prayer makes us more aware of God; it 
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BOOKS RECEIVED 

From Darton, Longman and Todd 

Journey to the Centre, Explorations in the Realm of the Spirit, Christopher 
Bryant, £2.95. 

Dominic the Preacher, Barbara Cahill OP, £3 .95. 
The Broken Body: Journey to Wholeness, Jean Vanier, £3.95. 
Tree of Glory, Gonville ffrench-Beytagh with Vera Hodges, £3.50. 
Participation in God, A Forgotten Strand in Anglican Tradition, 

A.M.Allchin, £3.50. 
The Little Gidding Way, Christian Community for Ordinary People, 

Robert Van de Weyer, £3.50. 

From Fount 

Looking Before and After, The Archbishop of Canterbury's Lent Book, 
Helen Oppenheimer, £2.95. 

Words of Life From John the Beloved, Frances Hogan, £2.95. 
Meister Eckhart, The Man From Whom God Hid Nothing, Edited by 

Ursula Fleming, £2.95. 
A Good Harvest, Rita Snowden, £2.50. 
Through Seasons of the Heart, Readings for Every Day of Your Year, 

John Powell SJ, £4.95. 

From Marshall Pickering 

Christian Spirituality Series: Praying the Jesus Prayer; Life's Changing 
Seasons, Christian Growth and Maturity;Praying the Bible, Imagination 
in Bible Meditation; Remember Me: A Meditation on the Stations of 
the Cross, Brother Ramon SSF, £1.25 each. 

From MOW and Women in Theology 

All Desires Known, Collects and Prayers by Janet Morley, £2.50. 

From The Book Guild Ltd 

Tentative Answers to Ten Questions, An Exploration into the relation 
between God and man, Norman Dockeray C.B.E., £6.50. 
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A YEAR LOST AND FOUND by Michael Mayne. Darton, 
Longman and Todd, 1987. £2.95. 

This is a short book, a quick read requiring intuitive feel rather 
than a heavy theological book asking for intellectual application, 
but it is a book which takes the reader on a journey of a year 
lost and found, and as with the best sort of travel experiences 
it gives plenty to reflect on afterwards. 

The first half of the book is a matter of fact account of 
Michael Mayne's mystery virus illness which left him so limp 
that he could not even read the Lesson in church, and even on a 
good day he could only walk slowly around his lawn once. He 
was then Vicar of the University Church in Cambridge and the 
illness struck in the year that he was offered the appointment as 
Dean of Westminster. The book reveals the author as a man of 
courage with a determination to find a cure through orthodox 
medicine. His account of the frustrations, the ups and down of 
the search, with no turning to other forms of spiritual healing, 
but with the steady support of Alison, his wife, will help many 
as they perceive a priest who holds on to his faith with utter 
determination yet is tortured by the questions of an unhappy 
sufferer, 'why? what? how?'. 

In the second half of the book Michael Mayne shares with us 
his perception that amid frustration, depression and listlessness 
he had been making a journey of another sort. No amount of 
preaching or reading had shown him so clearly that what he 
really desired was a deeper understanding of the mystery of 
God and that the year had not been lost at all. The theme of the 
book is expressed in the words of Gerald Manley Hopkins: 'I 
greet him the days I meet him, and bless when I understand.' 
quoted at the beginning and the end. 

The book gives no quick or easy answers of a cure for a 
mystery virus, or even to the problems of suffering, But as Gerald 
Priestland says in the Foreword, 'No experience is ever wasted'. 
At the end of the year's journey the author rests in his fresh 
understanding, his physical burden of illness eases, and he is 
able with trust to take up his post at Westminster. 

JENNffER BARBOUR 
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does not alter his love for us which is total, whoever, wherever 
or whatever we are. He is our good friend and companion as 
well as being the mysterium tremendum beyond all that we can 
imagine. 

Alix Nicolson, who was over ninety and one of our most 
senior Oblate Sisters, died on January 12th. She had come from 
Scotland to visit Fairacres last year, and had every intention of 
doing so again. Her cheerful interest and enthusiasm always 
delighted us; but while sad that we shall not see her again, we 
are glad that she never had to live away from her beloved 
Magdala Mews. Not long before Alix died, Brenda Ferguson, 
a Companion SLG and for many years Secretary of the Fellow­
ship, was knocked down and killed crossing Oxford High 
Street. Sister Esther Mary, as Companion Guardian, and I were 
at her funeral in Cassington Church which was packed with 
people and beautifully decorated for the occasion. A number of 
her friends have asked us about some form of memorial, and we 
have agreed that a donation to Men of the Trees, Crawley, West 
Sussex RHI O 4ZB, would be the most fitting way in which to 
pay tribute to her. She loved the landscape, and was much 
distressed by the ravages wrought by the hurricane last October. 

Oblate Sister Jean Irene will make her Life Oblation on 
April 17th; Pam made Annual Promises on December 6th; and 
Fiona (February 5th) and Natalie (February 22nd) have been 
admitted as Postulant Oblates. Stephanie (January 2nd) and 
Jane (January 28th) have joined the Novitiate, and we look 
forward to Stephanie's Clothing on May 11 th, the Vigil of 
Ascension Day. 

We are very glad to have Fr Cyril Woolley SSJE established as 
Chaplain at Bede House, and also to have Sister Anne back 
again after her two-month visit to New Zealand where, as well 
as seeing her own personal family, she was able to meet some of 
our SLG friends and Companions. Sister Eileen Mary is tem­
porarily at Fairacres having been ill since Christmas, but very 
well cared for by hospitals in Letterkenny and in Belfast. 

Please pray for the Community on May 24th when we shall 
have the Election of a new Mother. She will be installed on 
May 2 7th and that will be a 'Community only' occasion in order 
that the maximum number of Oblate Sisters and Sisters from 
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the other Houses can be present. We shall arrange and announce 
an 'Open Day' later in the year when the new Mother can meet 
friends and associates who would like to come then. 

Easter time reminds us all, whether or not we live in a part 
of the world where it coincides with Spring, of the eternal 
cycle of birth, death and life again. It is a spiral, not a circle, 
for we are always moving on in time, and what has been cannot 
be repeated exactly. Writing of St Gregory of Nyssa's doctrine 
of perpetual progress (epectasis), Professor Danielou says (in 
the Introduction of From Glory to Glory): 

the laws of the soul's growth are parallel with those of man's collective 
history. And yet this is by no means to depreciate the value of each 
particular stage-all are good, all are stages of perfection. But the 
mistake would be to try to hold on to any one of them, to put a 
stop to the movement of the soul. For sin is ultimately a refusal to 
grow. (pp. 59-60) 

We wish you every blessing for Passiontide, Easter and 
onwards. 

MOTHER SLG 
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life; to stimulate people to engage in conversation with the 
Christian tradition and to encourage holiness. How far do these 
aims reflect the life and purpose of your local worshipping 
community? 

Section III goes on to provide structures for the tasks outlined 
above. It explores various aspects of our personality by drawing 
on the human sciences. Chapter Eight attempts to provide a 
Christian response to the many anxieties and sin which con­
stantly threaten us. Issues explored include bereavement and 
grief; human growth and development; friendship and marriage. 
The section ends with a look at the politics of belonging and 
relationships. We are reminded of the social and corporate dim­
ensions that affect our lives. Deeks opens up a useful discussion 
on the nature of leadership, management and authority within 
groups and the ways in which various groups operate. 

Section IV concentrates on the Pastor and her or his education 
and identity. The book ends with a powerful reflection on the 
pastor as a 'eucharistic companion'. 

I wonder what impact such energetic theological writing 
as we have in this book can have on the Church life today? 
I suspect, unfortunately, the impact is very limited indeed. 
Why is it that we seem unable or unwilling to respond to the 
demands of love by attempting to integrate new insights and 
understandings into our life? 'Resistance to change is some­
thing which must be confronted imaginatively in every educa­
tional process' (p. 249) But words alone do nothing to bring 
about a revolution of love. Deeks confronts us with many 
important questions, but the scope of the book is enlarged 
when we are reminded in the final pages of the central place 
that silence and solitude must play in our life. Only as we inter­
rogate silence are we given the grace to touch souls. 

So we travel inwards, forwards, outwards. We plumb unfathomable 
depths, embrace the future in hope, even its suffering and death; and 
transfigure every bond, system and structure with the values of the 
kingdom. (p. 265) 

JAMES WOODWARD 

Jim Woodward is the Bishop of Oxford's Chaplain. 
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the risk of relocating its priorities. Deeks argues for a model of 
pastoral education that pays close attention to the actual 
practice of care. 'There must be a constant interplay or 
oscillation, between experience and reflection, between action 
and learning' (p. 242). This would have profound implications 
for the training of clergy and could demand that we relocate 
theology, pastoral care and spirituality primarily in the human 
concerns, struggles, actions and crises of everyday life: 

The process of experience and reflection has to start all over again from 
scratch ... care involves taking risks, that is, involvement in human 
discoveries and needs which may shatter all previous ways of feeling, 
relating, acting and believing. (p. 248) 
The book itself is divided into four sections. Section I, 'In 

Search for Meaning', explores the resources available to enable 
us to make sense of life. Meaning comes through the sharing of 
the stories that make up our life, though it is 'elusive ... [and] 
needs to be rekindled with a new openness to the world' (p. 21 ). 
The section goes on to explore the basic resources of actions 
and feelings. Is there any meaning behind our actions and 
activity? How do culture and custom affect our lives? What are 
we to do with the reality of alienation in the world? How do we 
generate and nurture imagination, feeling and art in life as re­
sources we can draw upon? Here Deeks asks us to develop 
artistic creativity and style as part of our humanness through 
painting, music, writing and designing. What are the impli­
cations of this for politics, education, and our Church life? 
Deeks challenges us to engage further in a search for a truly 
contemporary understanding of history that will help us to 
broaden the horizons of our search. 

Section II explores the aims and objectives of pastoral care. 
How do we develop a dialogue between the raw material of our 
lives and the Christian tradition? Surely our encounter with the 
Bible is part of the answer and we are given in Chapter Five an 
imaginative way of reading St Mark's Gospel. Scripture must be 
a vital part of our journey: 

Here is a vast seam to be mined, a companion with which constantly to 
converse as we attempt to live well. (p. 79) 

Pastoral care, Deeks argues, should aim to encourage people to 
make sense of their experience; to disclose Christian meaning in 
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NEEDING A LARGER TOWEL 

A sermon preached on Maundy Thursday 1986 
at Nashotah House, Wisconsin. 

KENNETH LEECH 

A quaint handbook on church needlework, published sometime 
in the 1950s, contained the instruction: 'The length of the 
lavabo towel should be 12 inches for Roman Catholics, and 18 
inches for Anglicans.' It inspired the late S.J. Forrest to write 
his poem beginning: 

0 filthy, dirty Anglican, 
Needing the larger towel. 

I want to suggest that, as we become more open to the Gospel 
mandatum and to the needs of the world, we will increasingly 
find ourselves in need of the larger towel. 

It is well known that John's account of the feetwashing 
incident replaces the accounts of the institution of the Eucharist 
which appear in the other three gospels. It is a depressing 
thought that if the Christian liturgy had revolved around feet 
washing rather than bread breaking, today we might be involved 
in debates about whether feet should be totally immersed, or 
whether sprinkling would do; whether the right or left foot 
should be washed first; about who was authorized to wash feet; 
about whether women's feet could be washed at all; and about 
whether women could wash feet. (When I wrote those words, 
I had not realized that in the Roman Catholic diocese of Pitts­
burgh, the issue of washing women's feet had indeed assumed 
the dimensions of a major dispute!) And just as we have invar­
iably missed the point of the eucharistic sharing as a sacrament 
of a sharing world, so we might have missed the point of the feet 
washing as a sacrament of the church's servanthood in all of its 
life. 

The feet washing stands as a permanent symbol of Christ's 
ministry, diakonia. Christ whose form is divine assumes the con­
dition of a slave, humbles himself. Christ the Son of Man comes 
not to be served but to serve. He is among us as one who serves, 
as a diakonos. 
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The liturgy of Maundy Thursday, a day marked by the re­
newal of priestly commitment, gives equal attention through 
the feet washing to the role of the deacon. According to the 
1928 Prayer Book, the preacher at the ordination of deacons is 
to stress 'how necessary that order is in the Church of Christ'. 
So necessary, comments Reginald Fuller in his Preface to James 
Barnett's study of the diaconate, that in many dioceses there 
are no deacons made between Christmas and Trinity. Diakonia, 
service, servanthood, is not and cannot be the sole defining 
characteristic of the Christian community. The servant church 
must never replace the prophetic church, the proclaiming 
church, the contemplative and adoring church. The church is 
more than servant, but it must never become less so. And the 
great paschal symbol of servanthood is that larger towel, that 
dirty towel. What kind of ministry is this to which we are called, 
and which is symbolized by the larger towel of the Maundy 
liturgy? 

It is a ministry of lowliness. St Gregory of Nyssa saw the 
lowliness of Christ the Servant as the greatest evidence of the 
divine power. 

That the omnipotence of the divine nature should have had strength to 
descend to the lowliness of humanity flourishes a more manifest proof 
of power than even the greatness and supernatural quality of the 
miracles. 

As a servant church, the disciples of the servant Christ, we are 
called to a ministry marked by lowliness and humility, not by a 
triumphalist arrogance, lording it over the community; not by 
patronizing condescension, so often a religious cover for real 
contempt for people: but by genuine penitential and realistic 
lowliness of heart. 

It is also a human ministry. Nothing is more ordinary, more 
natural, more basic, than washing feet. There is nothing religious 
about it. It is a human activity. The servant church is called to 
minister to human beings because they are human, and because 
that humanity is good and worthy of service. Our ministry is 
not super-spiritual, in which we stand aloof from human needs, 
preferring the world of the sanctuary to that of the kitchen and 
the street. We are called to be fully human. 

It is a dirty ministry. Feet washing is a messy business. 

6 

PASTORAL THEOLOGY-AN INQUIRY by David Deeks. 
Epworth Press, 1987. £9.50. 

There is something deep down inside us that wants to make sense 
of life. We want to understand what is going on around and 
within us. How do we tackle these questions of meaning? What 
are the resources to which we tum to help us make sense of our­
selves and life? This book, by a Methodist Minister, addresses 
these questions. In a stimulating and challenging way it aims to 
develop 'the meaning of "love" in our understanding of God 
and in our practice of prayer and pastoral care' (p. 4). 

A theme that runs through this book is that pastoral care is 
a shared activity. Care and Prayer belong to the whole People of 
God and not just the clergy! If we believe this to be true, then 
we must take practical steps to ensure that this becomes part of 
the outworking of our discipleship. We need seriously to examine 
what we expect from the clergy. Do we look for a strong, in­
vulnerable upholder of moral truth, or a fellow traveller able to 
connect and share in life's mess and pain? Many clergy coming 
out of theological college will have been trained and encouraged 
to share their selfhood as part of the exercise of ministry. I 
wonder what reactions this honesty with others brings? The job 
can be isolating and congregations need to be ready to allow 
their clergy to share the joys and fears of ministry. Clergy need 
to explore models of care that will best facilitate nurture and 
growth. How do we bring out the best in people and enable the 
world to see that with God the future is always open to c;hange? 
Deeks reminds us: 

no pastor can exercise such a ministry unless he or she has discovered 
inside his or her own heart an experience of confusion, pain, hurt, and 
aggression. (p. 258) 
We live in a world where the quality of life for many will 

depend upon the accident of geography or class. We need in­
creasingly to look at how best the resources of the institution 
can be put to work to enable maximum political movement and 
change. Why is it that the 'Church becomes the bastion of 
conservatism' (p. 223)? Is this true of your Church? What has 
happened to prophecy and the unsettling demands of the 
Gospel? Perhaps movement will come when the Church takes 
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There is historical and textual information provided, but the 
intention of the substantial commentary in this book is primarily 
to provide a theological reading of each text. Sister Benedicta 
aims throughout to show that these stories about women who 
repent from notorious sexual sin are not primarily about the 
place of women in society, or illustrative of the church's com­
plicity in the oppression of women, but are first and foremost 
stories about the amazing depths of God's forgiveness for those 
who show that their most passionate love is for Christ. As a 
result, the commentary is as lengthy as the texts themselves; 
this is definitely a book intended in the first place for spiritual 
reading. The stories are fascinating for the way in which they 
paint in the most graphic terms possible what is really every 
Christian's struggle towards singleness of intention, for we are 
all 'harlots' of the soul. They show that the Old Testament's 
most arresting metaphor, the comparison of the unfaithful 
person to a prostitute, became a Christian paradigm in the lives 
of these women. The book begins with the legends about Mary 
Magdalene, which provide the indispensable basis for under­
standing the joining of Old Testament images to the later 
experience of the love of Christ. Then follow the most famous 
examples of women who repented of a life of sin and became 
models of utter devotion to Christ. Mary of Egypt, Pelagia, 
Thais, and Maria the niece of Abraham. The depth of the sin, 
the radical degree of repentance, and the height of spiritual 
achievement illustrated in these texts makes them gripping (and 
challenging) reading. 

COLUMBA STEWART OSB 
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Servanthood is messy. We are called to a messy and potentially 
contaminating form of ministry, called to be an incamational 
people. So much ministry, so much theology, so many priests, 
are afraid to get their hands dirty, seeking the pseudo-purity 
and comfort of the study or the sanctuary instead of the un­
tidiness and dirt of the world. In a church committed to the 
Incarnation, gnosticism keeps cropping up. But ministry is a 
dirty business, a risky business. It is not a pursuit for the fragile, 
for the precious, for those who will not take risks with their 
salvation. 

It is a silent ministry. The ministry of the servant is not an 
excuse for evangelism. Feet need to be washed because feet 
need to be washed. It is not an indirect way of preaching or of 
filling pews. It reduces our excessively talkative ministries to the 
level of the divine silence. It is, in the truest sense, a contem­
plative ministry. And that contemplative ministry needs the 
larger towel to absorb the love which is both received and given 
in the process of washing the feet of Christ's poor. To wash feet 
is an act of contemplative prayer. 

It is a cleansing ministry. The purpose of washing is to be 
clean, to effect a change. The servant ministry of Christ is a 
cleansing ministry, a transforming ministry. That transformation 
may be gradual, painful, feet and hearts may bleed. There will 
be much dust on the way to glory. We will need the larger towel. 

Finally, it is a ministry of tribulation, passion and tears. In 
John, the feet washing occurs between two sayings in which 
Jesus is said to be 'troubled' in spirit (John 12.27 and 13.21). 
'Now is my soul troubled'. 'He was troubled in spirit.' It stands 
between passover and passion, between life and death. It is a 
supremely paschal ministry, a ministry marked by suffering and 
sacrifice. We find that feet are wounded. Through humble 
service, we are led to the heart of sacrifice. 

Kenneth Leech is a Priest Associate SLG and Director of the 
Runnymede Trust. 
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JOHN WESLEY, A FOOL FOR CHRIST 

A Sermon Preached at Christ Church, Oxford 

ROWAN WILLIAMS 

And yet this is the mystery, I do not love God. I never did .... There­
fore I never believed in the Christian sense of the word. Therefore I am 
only an honest heathen, ... And yet to be so employed of God! and so 
hedged in that I can neither get forward nor backward! ... I am borne 
along, I know not how, that I can't stand still. I want all the world 
to come to-I know not what. Neither am I impelled to this by fear 
of any kind. I have no more fear than love. 

So wrote John Wesley to his brother Charles in June 1766: 
bizarre words from a man so frequently charged with irres­
ponsible emotionalism, with wallowing in subjective appre­
hensions of guilt and forgiveness, and stirring up unhealthy 
excitement in the susceptible hearts of the uneducated. (It 
was still possible in the late nineteenth century for an Anglican 
parish priest in Cornwall to attribute the prevalence of 
illegitimate births in his village to Methodist influence, because 
Methodists encouraged ignorant peasant girls to give way to their 
emotions.) But these are moving and sobering words: perhaps 
the most eloquent account in our language of justification by 
faith. In the same letter, he went on 'O insist everywhere on full 
redemption receivable by faith alone! Consequently to be looked 
for now'. This is no summons to cheap emotionalism, but the 
plea to preach complete trust in God in the midst of coldness, 
unhappiness, confusion, boredom. Never mind that: you may 
still decide to put yourself in God's hands, to be employed for 
him or to be laid aside for him, as the wonderful prayer in the 
Methodist Covenant Service has it. 

John Wesley had good reason to know this. His life is a record 
of what many-not only his politely contemptuous Anglican 
contemporaries-have seen as muddle and silliness, false starts, 
disastrous misjudgements, wrong turnings. The desperately 
scrupulous young don, growing his own hair lest a wig should be 
an extravagance, encouraging his intense and admiring coterie in 
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HOLY WOMEN OF THE SYRIAN ORIENTby Sebastian Brock 
and Susan Ashbrook Harvey. Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1987, £16.50hb. 
HARLOTS OF THE DESERT: A Study of Repentance in Early 
Monastic Sources. By Benedicta Ward SLG. Mowbray 1987, 
£17.95hb, £8.95pb. 

These are two very different kinds of books, united by a concern 
with female sanctity in the early church, but distinguished from 
one another in scope and approach. Holy Women of the Syrian 
Orient surveys the range of Christian holiness, including stories 
of martyrdom, ascetical perseverance, radical repentance. The 
texts are translated from Syriac, and while most of them are 
little-known to Western readers, some are Syriac versions of 
legends which circulated widely in Greek and Latin. The ex­
cellent Introduction helps the newcomer to Syriac Christianity 
understand terminology and themes unique to the Syriac­
speaking churches. Particularly helpful is the brief but illum­
inating discussion of Syrian asceticism as literalizing Christian 
symbolism. Each text has its own introduction, providing 
historical and textual orientation. The bibliographies and foot­
notes are comprehensive but not overwhelming, allowing one 
interested in the lives as spiritual reading to approach them 
directly. The editors are concerned with the problem of re­
covering the voice and role of early Christian women, and devote 
a section of the Introduction to the place of women in the first 
few centuries of Christianity, and the difficulties inherent in the 
hagiography of female saints. The tone of the commentary is 
balanced and critical; the 'academic' guise of the book in no 
way obscures the power of the texts. The story of Mary, the 
niece of Abraham, familiar from other versions (including one 
in Harlots of the Desert), is distinguished in Syriac by added 
dramatic highlights and dialogue; the little known accounts of 
Syrian martyrs are stark, often quite gruesome, and deeply 
moving. 

Harlots of the Desert takes a different line. The book is a col­
lection of texts, including two also found in Holy Women of the 
Syrian Orient, but here the texts are translated from the Latin 
versions which nourished especially medieval piety in the West. 
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human psychology and the terms he uses, such as 'faculties of 
the soul'. There is a comprehensive bibliography and the foot­
notes in the text, which are kept to a minimum, are useful and 
precise. There is a brief index at the end, which I did not find 
particularly helpful; I looked, for example, without success for 
'detachment', 'confessors/directors', 'nada', and 'virtues'. 

We may perhaps be put off by the emphasis which St John 
places upon renunciation and detachment and attribute this to a 
negative perspective on humanity and creation-yet this gentle 
saint loved his fellow human beings and rejoiced in the beauty of 
nature. I quote from the Preface by Ernest E. Larkin 0. Carm.: 

Let it be said unequivocably that he does not undercut creation. He 
exalts it, not in its truncated, fragmented form apart from God, but in 
its truth with God in the centre. 
Without doubt John's eyes are fixed on God, but the living God, not a 
counterfeit domesticated and betrayed by human projections. To 
encounter the real God is not easy; it demands a radical and total 
redemption of heart and mind. But if our author is the enemy of easy, 
self-serving ways, he is also the protagonist of the fullest human 
development. 

This new shortened edition of the works of St John of the 
Cross makes his real message more readily available, enabling it 
to be communicated anew across the gap of centuries, language 
and culture, and makes clear that for St John union with God 
revealed in Jesus Christ is everything. Love is the end, and love 
is the way. 

SISTER AVIS MARY SLG 
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prayer and good works; the aspiring missionary in Georgia, en­
tangled in a humiliatingly awful love affair, utterly unable to 
disentangle pastoral responsibility and personal need, offending 
most of his flock, returning miserably to England; the new 
convert touched at last by the good news that God gives what 
we shall never earn, and then writing to a former guide and 
teacher letters of such censorious and pompous arrogance that 
he must have blushed for them all his life; the missionary again, 
compromising ( they said) the dignity of his cloth by preaching 
in the early morning to labourers on their way to work, in the 
open streets and fields, earning mockery and physical assault; 
the ageing and lonely pastor, contracting a disastrous marriage 
with a quite Hogarthian widow lady who bullied him and 
shouted at him and sneered at him and struck him before his 
friends; the harrassed organizer, frustrated by the church at 
every tum, desperately deciding to ordain with his own hands a 
'bishop' to further the great work in America, and so ruining his 
last hopes of co-operation from the English hierarchy ... 

'And yet, to be so employed of God!' This neat, nervous 
little man, with his impulsive judgments, his endlessly betrayed 
reliance on his fellow men and women, his passionate and con­
fused sexuality is, arguably, the greatest saint, the greatest 
witness to Jesus Christ, produced by the eighteenth century 
Church of England-the last place you'd expect to find fools for 
Christ's sake. He has rightly been compared with the great 
monastic reformers, Bernard, Francis, Ignatius. And that, 
paradoxically, gives us a clue to him. It's possible to score a 
rather easy point by saying that, in a Catholic culture, John 
Wesley would have been a monk or friar or Jesuit, and so would 
have been spared his muddles and humiliations. His faulty 
judgment would have been submitted to a confessor, his chaotic 
enthusiasm channelled by obedience, his uncertainties about a 
call to the single life settled once for all by a vow. But how 
much less he would then speak to us!-to us, who (Catholic or 
Protestant) live in a context in which the traditional disciplines 
of piety are not readily accessible, where even the religious life, 
some say, is hard to live without a sense of self-consciousness 
or even inauthenticity. In another setting, Wesley would have 
known what to do, how to be good: his models would have 
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been provided for him. As it was, he had no assurance from 
outside. Boldly (or foolishly) he digested what he knew of the 
tradition of spirituality and tried to rework it not only for 
himself but for semi-literate weavers and miners of his own 
country and century. He knew he was a fool, that his life was a 
mess; he set that to one side, because the imperative was to 
preach what he could only have learned in his folly-that God is 
to be trusted. 'The best of all is, God is with us', he said as he 
died. With that assurance, he could afford to experiment, to take 
risk after risk, to walk into disaster. 'I want all the world to 
come to-I know not what'. 

Martin Luther, two centuries before, had grasped the great 
temptation at the heart of the observances of Catholic spiritual 
discipline-the illusion that we can by good observance create 
order in our souls, shape our identity. Wesley was less inclined 
than Luther simply to reject all these observances with repulsion; 
but what his witness says to us is that, once you have seen this 
temptation, there is no safe place. The order of the cloister, the 
well-drilled exercises of piety, these cannot now be undertaken 
without a certain ironic awareness of how they may be a means 
of evading grace. Wesley does not expect to be able to produce 
order in his soul, to make a coherent identity before God. His 
life, his identity is in God's hands, hid with Christ. What holds 
him together, from moment to moment, is only the trust that 
his 'wholeness' is kept and formed by God. The errors, the 
humiliating mistakes and wrong turnings are all there, woven by 
God into a work of grace, a sign in the world of his victorious 
mercy. 

So he speaks; he is, unexpectedly, a very modem figure. We 
are tempted to nostalgia for a time when Christian (Catholic or 
Protestant) rules and practices made a clear map of the moral 
and spiritual life; because few of us experience it now with that 
sort of clarity. We-as individuals or a church-are nervous about 
the risk we run in experiment: new kinds of community, of 
ministry, new kinds of engagement in our public life. We are 
understandably afraid of losing something-if we say this or that 
about (for instance) the ordination of divorced men or women 
to the ministry, we fear we shall lose our grasp of God's will for 
the sanctity of faithful marriage. Yet we may well be privately 
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by three coloured garments: the white tunic of faith, the green 
coat of hope and the red toga of charity. Also outside the scope 
of the book are the minor works and some of the poems; we do 
not find, for example, the gem: 'At the evening of life, you will 
be examined in love.' (Sayings of Light and Love, No. 57). 

The translation is the excellent one by Kavanaugh and 
Rodriguez, slightly modified. Anyone more familiar with the 
translation by E. Allison Peers might be interested in a com­
parison of one famous passage (1.13 .11) in the two translations. 
Here is the Kavanaugh and Rodriguez version: 

To reach satisfaction in all 
desire its possession in nothing. 

To come to possess all 
desire the possession of nothing. 

To arrive at being all 
desire to be nothing .... 

And when you come to the possession of the all 
you must possess it without wanting anything. 

Because if you desire to have something in all 
your treasure in God is not purely your all. 

The same passage in the translation by Peers reads: 

In order to arrive at having pleasure in everything, 
desire to have pleasure in nothing. 

In order to arrive at possessing everything, 
desire to possess nothing. 

In order to arrive at being everything, 
desire to be nothing .... 

And, when thou comest to possess (the All) wholly, 
thou must possess it without desiring anything. 

For, if thou wilt have anything in all, 
thou hast not thy treasure purely in God. 

There is a helpful Preface and General Introduction, together 
with a short introduction to each of the four books. The sketch 
of Mount Carmel is included, both in Spanish and English, and 
the poems upon which St John gives a commentary are included 
in translation. The General Introduction contains a short bio­
graphy of St John together with some account of his writings. 
There is also a welcome section entitled 'Anthropology'; this 
explains St John's understanding of the various components of 
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BOOKS 

JOHN OF THE CROSS, Selected Writings, Edited with an 
Introduction by Kieran Kavanaugh OCD. The Classics of Western 
Spirituality, SPCK, 1987, £13.50. 

Our goal will be to explain, with God's help, all these points so that 
those who read this book will in some way discover the road they are 
walking along, and the one they ought to follow if they want to reach 
the summit of this mount. (The Ascent of Mount Carmel, Prologue) 

These words of St John of the Cross reveal one of the primary 
purposes of his writings: to describe the progress of the soul (a 
journey imaged as the ascent of Mount Carmel) through darkness 
and trials towards union with God. Although he was writing 
primarily for the monks and nuns of the Carmelite Reform, his 
desire was to guide any who, lacking adequate spiritual direction, 
might be perplexed by the purifying action of God within the 
soul, an action which he termed 'night'. 

Four hundred years later, there is still hunger for the kind of 
teaching which St John gave, yet in practice his teaching may 
not be readily available to those who would welcome it. His 
works are lengthy, repetitive and at times unfinished and 
obscure, and sometimes he fails to maintain the logical structure 
promised at the beginning of a book. Expert and beginner alike 
will welcome this shortened version of his writings, whether for 
serious study or to form a basis for pondering prayer. 

This book, part of the Classics of Western Spirituality series, 
comprises 326 pages, including 237 pages of text selected from 
the four main works: The Ascent of Mount Carmel, The Dark 
Night of the Soul, The Spiritual Canticle and The Living Flame 
of Love. The extracts from the Complete Works are extensive 
and reveal the central message and the stage on the spiritual 
journey described in each book. Whole or part chapters are 
taken from the full text, and the original numbering is retained, 
so that it is clear where omissions have been made. Inevitably 
some memorable passages have not been included. I particularly 
miss the description in the closing chapters of the Dark Night of 
the Soul of the soul journeying through the dark night disguised 
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confused, faced with the sister whose marriage has ended or the 
son who postpones marriage with his partner for fear of empty 
formalism. We should like the rules and the roles to be clearer, 
but they seem not to be. We are all post-Luther in that sense, 
anyway! 

Wesley's gospel is that our first task is to trust God and not 
to invent ourselves as if we were to be clear-cut characters in a 
drama: our identity before God will come from God, insofar as 
we simply go on with him, patiently opening ourselves to his 
patience with us, and patiently staying with each other in our 
risky and muddled lives. This is not a Christianity without 
struggle, without discipline and without judgment. It is hard to 
keep that openness, that habit of trust-we need disciplines for 
that, silent listening for God, standing before the Christ of the 
gospels, joining in the Church's act of praise; we need to learn 
real repentance and honesty, to accept our mistakes as real, 
never paralysed by or ashamed of them so that we are afraid of 
ourselves and our own perceptions and choices. 'The best of all 
is, God is with us'; beyond this stumbling and confusion, the 
awkward innovations whose rightness or wrongness we simply 
don't know, the risky judgment based on fallible or lazy per­
ception, beyond this, God still holds a future for us in his hands. 
Thank God for a saint who had to live his life so embarrassingly 
beyond the conventions that had marked out sanctity in 
Christendom! Thank God even for the eighteenth century 
Church of England, so clueless about how to handle a man 
irresponsibly devoted to God that it forced him to wandering 
and exploration, folly and blundering, and unshakeable witness 
to free and full grace. That the grace of God should raise up a 
fool for Christ in England-and an alumnus of Christ Church 
too-(but the grace of God did it again more recently in the 
other great risk-taking saint educated in this house, Bishop 
George Bell). 

Wesley's hectic life makes him look like a Martha in terms of 
this morning's New Testament reading (Luke I 0.38-11.13). 
But Mary, the silly, time-wasting sister, doing the unexpected 
(women did not sit and listen to rabbis in well-conducted 
households) is in fact more of a prototype: she wanted, not to 
impress, to do a good and conventional job, but to absorb the 
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loving presence of Christ, to be with him who has chosen to be 
with us-finding an identity only in that presence, that love. But 
there is another echo of Bethany in Wesley's story, a fitting 
anecdote to end with. Mary anointed Jesus 'for his burial' -a 
story itself echoing the anointing of Jesus' head by the sinful 
woman of Luke 7. We read that once, when Wesley was 
preaching in some derelict corner of a city, a drunken pro­
stitute staggered towards him, intent on embarrassing and 
mocking him; and then broke down in tears, and began to stroke 
the old man's long white hair. 'How soft it is,' she stammered, 
'How soft it is!' Some perception of a complete vulnerability 
that we can only call Christlike had broken through God knows 
what wretchedness and self-loathing. That is what we praise 
God for today, as we remember Wesley and his brother: the 
vulnerability of the man whose life was so chaotic, who almost 
could say that he didn't know what it was to love God, 'and yet 
to be so employed! ... I can't stand still. I want all the world to 
come to-I know not what.' 
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his maker's hands and rested in peace. 0 happy him whom the Lord 
found thus watching! He was buried in a grave of his own preparing, 
where he had taught his own people while as a bishop he passed among 
them. 

Douglas Dales is a Priest Associate SLG, and is chaplain and 
head of religious studies at Marlborough College. His book, 
DUNSTAN-SAINT AND STATESMAN will be published by 
the Lutterworth Press on 19th May 1988, with a Foreword by 
the Archbishop of Canterbury. 

F.L.G. RETREATS 1988 

F.L.G. Retreat, St Columba's House, Woking, Surrey 

Monday 19th September-Friday 23rd September 
Conductor: Revd Canon John Byrom 

Cost: £64.63 + Share of Conductor's expenses. 

F.L.G. Retreat, Bishop Woodford House, Ely, Carobs. 

Friday 14th October-Sunday 16th October 
Conductor: Revd Victor Stock 

(Priest Associate SLG) 
Cost: £28.50 + Share of Conductor's expenses. 

Would FLG members wishing to attend either of these retreats please 
let Miss Joan Spittal know: 27 The Lanes, 

Bampton, 
Oxfordshire OX8 2JG 
Tel: 0993 851392 

before the end of August, as sometimes last minute bookings are not 
possible. 

33 



his spiritual home, a place where the Celtic and Anglo-Saxon 
strains in English Christianity were so profoundly intertwined. 
He and all his fellow monks grew deeper in their devotion to 
Mary, the Mother of the Lord, and she became the patron of 
many of the new monasteries. They would have regarded the 
single most striking feature of their experience as a church to 
have been the resurgence of miracles as a result of the inter­
cession of local saints. Cuthbert, Etheldreda, and notably 
Swithun at Winchester were English saints of an earlier era who 
represented a living past bearing upon a living present. Dunstan, 
Ethelwold, Oswald; Oda, Dunstan's saintly predecessor at 
Canterbury, Alphege his successor the martyr, and Edith the 
royal princess and nun of Wilton, in turn became the active 
saints of the pre-Conquest church and society in England. 
Dunstan's own miracles at Canterbury are carefully recorded by 
an eyewitness, and constitute a valuable and fascinating part of 
the tradition. 

In life and in death Dunstan proved himself to be a true father 
of his people, and was immediately and spontaneously acclaimed 
as a saint. Both his first biographers record carefully the manner 
of his dying at Ascensiontide, 988. Dunstan received a direct 
intimation of his impending death just before Ascension Day 
itself, and this he shared with his community and congregation 
ashe preached in the cathedral that day. 

He preached the gospel as he had never preached it before, and com­
mitted to God his church and community, and during the Eucharist 
reconciled them to God. Then having blessed them three times, he gave 
his love and peace to them all and said, 'Farewell-for the last time!' 
They gazed on him as if he were an angel of God. 
From the day of the Lord's Ascension, this pillar of God began slowly 
to lose his strength; weariness prevailed and he took to his bed. On the 
morning of the Sabbath, when the matins hymns were now finished, 
he bade the holy congregation of brethren to come to him. He again 
commended his spirit to them, and received from the heavenly table the 
viaticum of the sacraments of Christ which had been celebrated in his 
presence. Then giving thanks to God for it, he began to sing: 'The 
merciful and gracious Lord hath so done his marvellous works that they 
ought to be had in remembrance: He hath given meat unto them that 
fear him ... ' With these words in his mouth, he rendered his spirit into 
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A CONVERTING ORDINANCE 

Some reflections on the hymns of Charles Wesley 
in the light of medieval biblical commentary. 

SISTER BENEDICTA SLG 

If anyone wants to be converted to the Lord, let him pray from his 
heart that the veil of the letter might be taken away and the light of the 
Spirit come, as it is said, 'we all behold with open face as in a glass the 
glory of the Lord and are changed into that image from glory to glory 
even as by the Lord the Spirit'. 

This sentence is not from John Wesley's 'Preface to a Collection 
of Hymns for Use of the People Called Methodists', though it 
sounds very like it. It is, in fact, from Origen's Commentary on 
the Book of Genesis. John Wesley introduced the hymns of the 
Methodist Hymn Book in the eighteenth century with much the 
same approach to the essentials of Christian life as Origen in the 
third century. It is this similarity of approach that I would like 
to examine rather than a direct influence, though John Wesley 
thought well of Origen and other church fathers: 'I reverence 
their writings because they describe true, genuine Christianity 
and direct us to the strongest evidence of the Christian doctrine'. 
His respect for the fathers of the church was not, however, 
without reservations: he remarked briskly of a list of fathers he 
had read which contained not only Origen but also lrenaeus, 
Clement and Cyprian: 'Some of these had not strong natural 
sense'. It is a typically eighteenth century caveat, but in fact 
both John and Charles Wesley had much in common with those 
early fathers, especially in the way they regarded the Bible. 

I do not want to show that the Wesleys were directly 
influenced by reading the fathers in their attitude to scripture; 
that is certainly true, as Henry Bett and others have shown. Nor 
do I want to establish a link between Charles Wesley and 
ancient or medieval traditions of hymnography, which seems 
extremely unlikely. What I would like to illustrate is a rather 
simple point: that the hymns of Charles Wesley are a part of 
the ancient Christian tradition of biblical exegesis and as such 
they are examples of a common Christian attitude which arises 
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spontaneously in different parts of the divided church. To do 
this, firstly I will analyse three of Charles Wesley's hymns in 
detail relating them to the early traditions of Bible study. 
Secondly, I will draw attention to the words of the hymns in 
relation to the scriptures and to the early exegesis of those 
passages which they so faithfully reflect. For this I will often 
make use of the commentaries of the Venerable Bede, partly 
because he sums up the tradition of the fathers as well as 
contributing to it in a very marked manner, partly because he is 
the first and greatest of English commentators on the Bible, and 
also because to do so indicates the continuing tradition of com­
mentary through the Middle Ages, even in that 'alter orbis', 
England. I will for convenience talk about 'medieval' biblical 
exegesis, though, of course, that was formed by patristic exegesis, 
in order to underline the fact that for more than a thousand 
years of Christian history this tradition was as central in the West 
as in the East. 

For the Middle Ages, the key to understanding the scriptures 
lay in the Gospels themselves. In the Gospel of St Luke, in the 
story of the disciples on the road to Emmaus (Lk. 24.26-7), 
they read: 'Beginning at Moses and all the prophets, he 
expounded unto them in all the scriptures the things concerning 
himself'. The claim that Christ himself used the Old Testament to 
illuminate the New produced three convictions about exegesis: 
firstly, the words of the scriptures could be used as the surest 
interpreter of themselves; they were seen as the words of one 
writer, the Holy Spirit, and different parts of the scriptures 
were therefore used together with complete assurance that they 
would illuminate one another. Secondly, since Christ had used 
the scripture to show 'the things concerning himself this led 
directly to what came to be called the spiritual, doctrinal 
meaning of the scriptures, that is, the conviction that every part 
of the scriptures contained some kind of Good News about the 
person of Christ, though such meaning was often hidden. That 
is exactly what Origen meant in the passages already quoted 
when he talked about the 'veil of the letter' being removed so 
that, quoting St Paul, 'we may see ... the glory of the Lord'. 
Thirdly, the early commentators also understood from this 
passage that such study was indeed a 'converting ordinance': 
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This example of the music for the Kyrie Rex Splendens is taken from the Graduale 
used at Fairacres for a sung Mass on Sundays and major feasts. 

cession as the bond of love between all Christians. The life of 
the monks was to be valued and protected precisely because 
their intercession was vital to the well-being of a Christian realm. 
Lastly he and his fellow reformers, Oswald and Ethelwold, 
practised simple and practical care for the poor, and Oswald 
actually died while washing their feet during Lent. This ethical 
aspect to monastic spirituality set the lead for the rest of the 
church and society and its impact upon the common people 
must never be overlooked. 

From his earliest youth, Dunstan had enjoyed a lively sense 
of the reality of heaven and of the active role of the saints in 
fostering the life of the church on earth. Glastonbury remained 
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dations and within a decade twenty monasteries were underway. 
In 973 Dunstan presided over a synod at Winchester which drew 
up the Regularis Concordia, or monastic agreement, under which 
the English monasteries would live and function. 

For all his reputation as a formidable political figure, Dunstan 
was remembered and beloved as a moderating statesman, a great 
political 'survivor' who consecrated three kings and left his dis­
tinctive mark on the coronation rite as we now have it, and 
brought consistent Christian influence to bear on the legislation 
of the time and upon the administration of justice throughout 
the land. He was remembered too as a most effective pastor of 
his own diocese, Canterbury, a champion of the poor and weak, 
and a bishop who made the two monasteries at Canterbury, 
Christ Church and St Augustine's, important and vital centres of 
church life and learning. Letters survive to him from various 
contacts abroad who looked to him for guidance and support, 
and Dunstan himself enjoyed close personal friendship with 
several scholars of the continental monastic reform movement, 
notably Abbo of Fleury. 

In the midst of all this, Dunstan found time for his learning 
and artistic work; 'he would correct erroneous books and erase 
false writings as soon as he could study them by the first light 
of dawn', and some of his own manuscripts remain. In the later 
part of his life at Canterbury his musical gifts took a new turn. 
The first biographer records how on several occasions Dunstan 
learnt new tunes and anthems in visions while he was asleep, 
and was able to record them on waking and teach them to his 
monks. This is a powerful example of how an almost charismatic 
contemplative life generated plain-chant in this period, and 
later a famous form of the Kyries, the Kyrie Rex Splendens was 
attributed to St Dunstan. Both he and Ethelwold were creative 
artists and influential patrons of craftsmen who produced the 
lovely manuscripts and carved work for which this period of 
English art is justly famous. 

Dunstan 's own monastic spirituality was profoundly con­
templative. It centred round a regular devotion to the Eucharist 
and to the practice of confession, and a disciplined life of prayer 
and the study of scripture and the fathers. He had a lively sense 
of the Holy Spirit, and taught the importance of fervent inter-
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'Did not our heart burn within us, while he talked with us by 
the way, and while he opened to us the scriptures?' (Lk. 24.32). 
This gave them what they referred to as the 'moral' meaning of 
the text, that is, how it applied to the reader in his own relation­
ship with Christ, what Origen calls being 'converted to the Lord'. 
As Bede says, to read the scriptures is to receive the Word of 
God through both a deeper understanding of the mystery of 
Christ and its application to mankind: 

by breaking the bread which He gave to His disciples, the Lord desig­
nates the secret meanings by which the world was to be nourished unto 
perpetual salvation. 

Most of all,it was in the verse, 'Ought not Christ to have suffered 
these things', that ancient writers found their key to the Bible. 
In commenting on the book of Esdras, Bede sees in the re­
building of the Temple a detailed pattern of redemption, and 
exclaims, 'by the Lord's passion the vast abyss of the Scriptures 
has been laid open to us'. 

The hymns of Charles Wesley are most clearly understood as 
forming a part of this tradition. In them the two Testaments are 
constantly used to interpret one another. They draw from the 
text of scripture meditations on the person of Christ, leading to 
conversion of the heart. Again and again it is this double sense 
of the scriptures which is instinctively taken up and turned into 
poetry and music, for both private meditation and congre­
gational singing. Here of course is another way in which Charles 
Wesley's hymns belong to the medieval and, in fact, monastic 
tradition of praying the scriptures. Throughout the Middle Ages, 
the text of scripture was not regarded as well read unless it was 
read in two ways: first, proclaimed by Christians together in a 
liturgical context with participation of each by voice and action; 
and secondly, used by Christians in private for lectio divina, in 
such a way that the individual could be penetrated by the divine 
Word. The great mass of biblical learning, that intense stretching 
of the mind and intellect which is so notable throughout the 
Middle Ages was not divorced from life and practice: learning 
had one end, the study of the sacred page as food for the soul. 
Bede says about the scriptures: 

Sometimes it is food for us, sometimes drink, In the more obscure 
places it is food because it is broken as it were by explanation and it 
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is swallowed after chewing; but it is drink in the clearer places, because 
there it is absorbed just as it is found. 

To feed on the word of God for the early church was to read 
the scriptures as well as to receive the eucharistic elements. It 
was the same for the Wesleys; in his meditation on the Lord's 
Prayer, John Wesley gave as the primary meaning of 'daily 
bread', 'things pertaining to life and godliness' which included 
the daily feeding upon the scriptures in prayer, though he also 
interpreted it as meaning the eucharist: 

It was the judgrnent of many of the ancient Fathers that we are here to 
understand the sacramental bread also; ... highly esteemed, till the love 
of many waxed cold, as the grand channel whereby the grace of His 
Spirit was conveyed to the souls of all the children of God. 
In presenting three of Charles Wesley's hymns I would like to 

insist that they belong above all to this medieval tradition of 
liturgical meditation: they were meant to be sung and they were 
meant to be prayed, not expounded; any talk about them can 
only be a feeble suggestion of how they can be understood. 

'And can it be' 

Firstly, I want to look at the second of Wesley's conversion 
hymns, 'And can it be' (MHB 371), almost certainly by Charles 
though it has been attributed to John. It reflects very clearly 
the brothers' reaction to those moments which they regarded as 
definitive for their faith, when, to use Origen's words, they were 
'turned to the Lord'. On May 21st 1738, Charles received an 
inward assurance of faith, and three days later his brother John 
also found his heart 'strangely warmed' -two moments which, 
may I suggest in passing, are illuminated when seen in the 
medieval tradition of 'compunction', the piercing of the heart 
by love and fear of God. A result of Charles's conversion was to 
release fully his latent gift for hymnody, which became the 
centre of his spiritual life. It issued at once in a hymn (MHB 
361) marvelling at the grace of God: 

Where shall my wondering soul begin? 
How shall I all to heaven aspire? 

and a few days later another 'thanksgiving for salvation' (MHB 
3 71) was written at Little Britain. This more sophisticated hymn 
expressed in poetry of even greater appeal the experience of 
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the blessed father Dunstan as in a mindless conflict', says the 
first biographer. In fact the whole of Dunstan's life, at least until 
he became archbishop in 960, seems to have been ringed by 
spiritual opposition from various quarters. He himself had no 
illusions about the matter, and proved himself as an 'athlete of 
Christ' well able to spot the machinations of the devil, and by 
prayer, suffering and love to see him off. But it was not easy, 
especially when the opposition took a political form, and when 
in 956 he was hounded out of the country in particularly sordid 
circumstances, his work at Glastonbury seemed ruined. 

For Dunstan's monastic life was no retreat from public affairs. 
Indeed his appointment as abbot of Glastonbury plunged him 
deeply into political life, and under Edmund's successor, 
Dunstan's close friend, Eadred, his role was central and in­
fluential, but not everywhere popular. There are several stories 
in the first life which indicate his deep involvement in the often 
turbulent upheavals of the day, and his own alliance with certain 
of the leading noblemen, who in tum backed his programme 
for monastic renewal and reform. He had his political and 
ecclesiastical enemies: those who resented or feared the ethos 
of monastic church life, and more precisely its claims on lands 
properly pertaining to the church but effectively in lay owner­
ship. 

The circumstances in which Dunstan finally became arch­
bishop of Canterbury were as stormy as those surrounding his 
appointment to Glastonbury. There is no doubt that he was 
appointed by the new king, Edgar, one of his own pupils, to be 
a reforming archbishop, and to oversee the massive political 
revolution that the widespread foundation of monasteries 
would entail. Dunstan's ascendance over the appointment of 
bishops secured support for the reforming plan, and with his 
friends Ethelwold at Winchester and Oswald at Worcester he 
soon took the bull by the horns. At Winchester they were 
bitterly opposed by the sitting clergy who were married and 
who intended to pass on their endowments to their offspring. 
Winchester was forcibly reformed at the king's command, but 
there was deep resentment for a generation. Elsewhere Dunstan 
got his way by diplomacy, persuasion and sheer moral authority. 
The king and his family gave a lead in endowing the new foun-
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Dunstan became a monk at the hands of his relative Alphege 
'the Bald', bishop of Winchester. It was there that he became 
firm friends with Ethelwold, who in due time followed Dunstan 
to Glastonbury to share with him the work of monastic renewal. 
Alphege was really the father of Benedictine monasticism in 
England at this time, and was in many ways a spiritual father to 
Dunstan personally. News of the stirring of renewed monastic 
life on the Continent would certainly have reached England. 
But the impulse for the renewal of monastic life was largely 
native, and was in part nurtured by holy women who still lived 
the conventual and eremitic life. One of these, Ethelfleda, a 
close relative of king Athelstan, lived the life of an anchoress at 
Glastonbury. To her Dunstan became deeply devoted, and the 
first biographer tells of her, saying, 'It is not within our com­
petence to tell to what extent and in what ways she prepared 
him for divine service.' From her Dunstan learned more than 
the rudiments of the contemplative life. 

His appointment to Glastonbury was by no means inevitable. 
Dunstan having once again fallen foul of the new king, Edmund, 
was about to go into exile abroad when the king narrowly 
escaped death on the cliffs of Cheddar gorge while hunting. In a 
flash the king remembered the ill he had done to Dunstan, and 
shaken by his deliverance, he rode with Dunstan to Glastonbury, 
and installed him as abbot there without any further delay. As 
abbot of Glastonbury Dunstan's task was two-fold: to gather 
round him as a spiritual father men prepared to live the Bene­
dictine life; and to foster a major educational establishment 
where other clerics and some laymen might imbibe the Latin 
learning of the church. This he did, and so striking was he as an 
educator and a spiritual figure that a whole generation of church 
leaders sprang forth from Glastonbury over the next hundred 
years. Glastonbury became one of the principal centres of 
learning and artistic creation in England. 

The dominant note in the first half of the life of Dunstan, 
and especially while he was establishing his work at Glaston­
bury, is that of a running conflict with evil. The pressure on him 
was evidently immense and unrelenting, normally while he was 
engaged in his prayers and nightly vigils. 'With many spiritual 
weapons and delusions did the ancient seducer often weary 
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both brothers, giving it a universal and scriptural expression: 
And can it be that I should gain 
An interest in my Saviour's blood? 

Charles begins, using a modern and daring image taken from a 
trade much respected in eighteenth century England, banking. 
The images are then mainly from the New Testament, above all 
from St Paul, which is in line with the Commentaries of Luther 
on Romans and Galatians which underpinned the conversion 
of both brothers. The first three verses combine Romans 5.8, 
1 Peter 1.2, and Philippians 2. 7, so that each illuminates the 
other and all are applied personally. The first verse both sets out 
the doctrinal meanings of texts of St Paul, that is, their spiritual 
sense, and applies it in the moral, that is, the personal sense. 
'But God shows his love for us that while we were yet sinners 
Christ died for the ungodly' (Rom. 5.8) is restated with the 
reiteration of 'for me' throughout the verse: 

Died He for me who caused His pain? 
For me, who Him to death pursued? 
Amazing love! How can it be 
That Thou, my God shouldst die for me! 

In the second verse, this mystery of love which gives itself for 
the salvation of sinners and which is described in 1 Peter 1.2 as 
'things which the angels desire to look into' becomes 

In vain the first-born seraph tries 
To sound the depths of love divine. 

The third verse makes personal the Christological poetry of Paul 
in Philippians 2.7: 'He thought it not robbery to be equal with 
God but emptied himself (Phil. 2.6- 7) becomes 

Emptied himself of all but love, 
And bled for Adam's helpless race. 

The last verse applies this doctrinal understanding of atonement 
personally in an amazing combination of many key Pauline 
verses. Not only does Romans 8.1, 'Therefore there is now no 
condemnation to them that are in Christ Jesus' become 

No condemnation now I dread, 

but 1 Cor. 15.22, 'as in Adam all die so also in Christ shall all 
be made alive' becomes, 

Jesus, and all in Him are mine! 
The next line, 'And clothed in righeousness divine,' takes up a 
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verse from the Old Testament, Job 29.14, 'I put on right­
eousness, and it clothed me: my judgment was as a robe and a 
diadem', and combines it with Romans 13.14, 'put ye on the 
Lord Jesus Christ', and Galatians 3.27, 'you have put on Christ'. 
The climax of the hymn, 

Bold I approach the eternal throne 
And claim the crown, through Christ, my own. 

is a combinations of Ephesians 3.12, 'In whom we have boldness 
and access by the faith of him', and the great images of the book 
of Revelation, 'I will give him a new robe', 'I will give him a crown 
of life'. Such a combination of scriptural texts to illuminate one 
another for the believer is essentially patristic and medieval, but 
it is the fourth verse that used the early tradition of exegesis 
most markedly, in a personal application of the story in Acts 
12.6-9, of Peter's delivery from prison: 

Long my imprisoned spirit lay, 
Fast bound in sin and nature's night; 

Here the text of Acts has been applied to the individual in 
relation to redemption by Christ. The soul, like Peter, is held 
in a prison, which is sin and sinful nature, composed of the five 
senses and the four elements of the world, according to the 
interpretation of biblical numbers from the third century 
onwards. Like Peter, the soul is delivered by a messenger of God, 
that is Christ, the angel, the one who is sent, and the chains of 
habit fall off as he goes forward, set free. 

Thine eye diffused a quickening ray-
I woke, the dungeon flamed with light; 
My chains fell off, my heart was free, 
I rose, went forth, and followed Thee. 

Bede comments on this passage from Acts in the same way as 
Charles Wesley, connecting the 'deliverance' of the soul even 
more specifically with the Cross: 

The blow on the side [ of Peter] is a reminder of the passion of Christ 
from whose wound salvation flowed. And to us also, held by binding 
chains, the apostle Peter gives consolation from this saying, Christ 
therefore suffered in the flesh and we should also arm ourselves in our 
thoughts. 
To trace such references, and they are by no means exhaustive, 

is to discover another medieval trait in Charles Wesley: he does 
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the first but adding some other material, was intended to supply 
the 'lections' for recitation at the night office of the monks on 
St Dunstan's day itself. Its author was a monk of the monastery 
at Ghent where Dunstan had taken refuge. 

Dunstan owed much to his family who owned lands at Baltons­
borough near Glastonbury. His father, Heorstan, was a devout 
man, and sympathetic to the life and learning of the church. His 
mother, Cynethrith, probably exercised a real spiritual influence 
over Dunstan for there is a striking dream of Dunstan's in which 
he saw his mother enter into heavenly marriage with the Lord. 
This occurred after Dunstan had become archbishop of Canter­
bury. The family were related in some distant way to the royal 
house, and several of Dunstan's kinsmen were courtiers and 
bishops. 

His life as a young man was not untouched by suffering, and 
the first biographer, drawing on personal reminiscences of the 
old man, clearly indicates that many of these afflictions were 
instrumental in propelling Dunstan further along the path of his 
vocation as priest and monk. A childhood fever brought him to 
death's door; later, while agonising whether to become a monk 
or not, he fell grievously ill and in the crisis resolved to accept 
his vocation. Hard on the heels of this trauma, he lost a close 
friend, a deacon of Glastonbury called Wulfred. After his 
appointment to be abbot of Glastonbury, Dunstan made his 
own brother Wulfric the 'reeve' of the monastery to attend to 
its material affairs; but he died prematurely, and there is a 
haunting picture of the young abbot awaiting the funeral alone 
but for a small boy at the entrance to the church. 

Nor was Dunstan particularly popular at court. He was too 
gifted: more interested in learning than hawking. His contem­
poraries gave him a rough ride on more than one occasion, 
throwing him into a hog-pit, and twice securing his banishment. 
They even turned his interest in music and poetry-pagan lays 
as well as church anthems-against him, accusing him of sorcery 
and mischief! His commitment to scholarship flowered early, 
mainly at the hands of Irish scholars using the ancient library 
at Glastonbury. As a young man he became accomplished in 
several of the creative arts, designing vestments and engaging in 
metal-work. 
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SAINT DUNSTAN (909-988) 

DOUGLAS DALES 

ST DUNSTAN whose millennium falls this year was one of 
England's greatest statesmen and church leaders, yet it has been 
his fate to remain one of the least known and appreciated figures 
in our national history since the time of the Norman Conquest. 
He was born around the year 909, a decade after the death of 
Alfred the Great, and he died on 19th May 988. He grew up and 
was educated at Glastonbury and became a courtier in the 
entourage of king Athelstan (925-939) at Winchester. Around 
the year 942 he became abbot of Glastonbury which he reformed 
as the first Benedictine monastery in England, and the foremost 
educational centre in the land. He ruled there for over a dozen 
years, during which his friend Ethelwold founded a second 
monastery at Abingdon. Then in 956 he fell foul of the new 
king Edwy, and Dunstan fled to Flanders where he stayed at the 
newly reformed monastery of Blandinium at Ghent. In 958 he 
returned to England to become bishop of Worcester and London 
under the king of the northern half of the kingdom, Edwy's 
brother, Edgar. When Edgar gained control of the whole realm 
after his brother's death, Dunstan was appointed to be Arch­
bishop of Canterbury, and his primacy lasted for twenty-eight 
years until his death in 988. During this time, he secured the 
founding of many monasteries throughout southern England, 
and exercised a pre-eminent influence in both church and state. 
He was renowned for his learning, artistic skills and sanctity of 
life, and soon after his death was venerated at Canterbury as a 
saint. 

So much is well known. What is harder to attain is some real 
sense of his personality and character, and for this we must tum 
to the first two lives of Dunstan which were composed within 
twenty years of his death. Both were written by foreign monks, 
one of whom had visited England, and who were known to the 
circle of Dunstan 's friends and pupils. The first life was actually 
written by someone who had enjoyed Dunstan's patronage in 
the last few years of the saint's life; the second life, drawing on 
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not quote the scriptures but brings out of his mind what is there 
already. He reminisces, uses what is there, combining phrases 
and words by an instinctive Christian understanding; he brings, 
as did every medieval writer, 'things new and old' out of the 
scriptures simply by absorbing them into his being and then 
writing and speaking. It is a use of memory which was integral 
to the ancient world and to take apart any medieval text is to 
discover this; so it is with these hymns. 

'Happy the man that finds the grac;e,' 

Secondly, I want to look at a much less famous hymn, 'Happy 
the man who finds the grace,' (MHB 360). It is a careful exegesis 
of Proverbs 3.13-18, and here the commentary of Bede on 
Proverbs is very close in method and content to Wesley's poem. 
Like the former hymn, 'Happy the man' it is included in the 
Methodist Hymn Book among the hymns grouped under the 
heading, 'The Christian Life'; it is included in the part called 
'Repentance and Forgiveness', and it is followed directly 
by the Wesleys' first conversion hymn. It is a tranquil hymn, 
a meditation on the peace of heart that comes from the 
experience of 'evangelical conversion'. The whole account in 
Proverbs of the blessings given to the one who loves wisdom is 
transferred in both Bede and Charles Wesley to the Christian, and 
the blessings of the chosen race are transferred to the Christian 
church, the new Israel, the New Testament illuminating the Old. 
Moreover, 'Wisdom' is presented as 'Christ, the wisdom of God', 
as Bede says of this verse of Proverbs: 'Wisdom clearly is Christ'. 
The last line of the first verse, 'the faith that sweetly works by 
love' is based not on Proverbs, but on Galatians 5.6, 'the faith 
that works by love' which, as I have shown elsewhere, was an 
important concept for Bede, as 'faith which does the works of 
love'. The second verse of the hymn summarizes again the 
experience of the W esleys through their own 'evangelical 
conversion' with their familiar emphasis on personal salvation: 

Happy beyond description he 
Who knows: The Saviour died for me! 

As John Wesley said, 'an assurance was given me that Christ had 
taken away my sins, even mine, and saved me from the law of 
sin and death'. In Proverbs, the verse that is relevant is 'under-
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standing will guard you, delivering you from the way of evil' 
(2.11-12). Verse three of the hymn, 

Wisdom divine! Who tells the price 
Of wisdom's costly merchandise? 
Wisdom to silver we prefer, 
And gold is dross compared to her. 

is based closely on Proverbs 3 .14, 'the gain of it is better than 
gain from silver and its profit better than gold' which Bede links 
with 'a greater treasure laid up in heaven' (cf. Matthew 19.21). 

Her hands are filled with length of days, 
True riches, and immortal praise, 
Riches of Christ, on all bestowed 
And honour that descends from God. 

has as its basis Proverbs 3 .16, 'long life is in her right hand and 
in her left are riches and honour', which Bede, like Wesley, sees 
as the promises of God in redemption: 

He bestows in perpetual light the vision of His Godhead to His elect 
and them in this present life He illuminates and strengthens by His 
sacraments and gifts. He gives to them who bought from him by selling 
all an hundred fold in this life and life eternal in the age to come. 

The next verse 
To purest joys she all invites, 
Chaste, holy, spiritual delights; 
Her ways are ways of pleasantness, 
And all her flowery paths are peace. 

is based closely on 'her ways are ways of pleasantness and all 
her paths are peace' (Prov. 3.17), Bede takes this verse as 
prophetic of the peace of redemption: 'everything which He 
bore in the flesh for reconciling man to God, for making peace 
between angels and men, for showing how God ought to be 
served, is for us both peace and longing love', surely a meaning 
contained within the otherwise rather bland phrases of this verse. 

The last verse of the hymn makes poetry of the practical 
injunction of Proverbs, reiterated again and again to 'keep 
Wisdom', and combines it with the phrase of St Paul, 'Christ 
the power of God and the wisdom of God' (1 Cor. 1.24). Bede 
speaks of 'the wisdom of God that is Christ gives life to the 
church now through the flesh and blood received and in the 
future blessedness in His presence.' and contrasts the 'pointless 
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1. And can it be that I should gain 
An interest in the Saviour's blood? 

Died He for me, who caused His pain? 
For me, who Him to death pursued? 

Amazing love! how can it be 
That Thou, my God, shouldst die for me! 

2. 'Tis mystery all! The Immortal dies: 
Who can explore His strange design? 

In vain the first-born seraph tries 
To sound the depths of love divine. 

'Tis mercy all! let earth adore, 
Let angel minds inquire no more. 

3. He left His Father's throne above­
So free, so infinite His grace­

Emptied Himself of all but love, 
And bled for Adam's helpless race. 

'Tis mercy all, immense and free; 
For, 0 my God, it found out me! 

4. Long my imprisoned spirit lay 
Fast bound in sin and nature's night; 

Thine eye diffused a quickening ray-
I woke, the dungeon flamed with light; 

My chains fell off, my heart was free, 
I rose, went forth, and followed Thee. 

5. No condemnation now I dread; 
Jesus, and all in Him, is mine! 
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Alive in Him, my living Head, 
And clothed in righteousness divine, 

Bold I approach the eternal throne, 
And claim the crown, through Christ, my own. 

1. Thou Shepherd oflsrael, and mine, 
The joy and desire of my heart, 

For closer communion I pine, 

2. Ah! show me that happiest place, 
The place of Thy people's abode, 

Where saints in an ecstasy gaze, 
I long to reside where Thou art: 

The pasture I languish to find 
Where all, who their Shepherd obey, 

Are fed, on Thy bosom reclined, 
And screened from the heat of the day. 

And hang on a crucified God; 
Thy love for a sinner declare, 

Thy passion and death on the tree; 
My spirit to Calvary bear, 

To suffer and triumph with Thee. 

3. 'Tis there, with the lambs of Thy flock, 
There only, I covet to rest, 

To lie at the foot of the rock, 
Or rise to be hid in Thy breast; 

'Tis there I would always abide, 
And never a moment depart, 

Concealed in the cleft of Thy side, 
Eternally held in Thy heart. 
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Heavenly Adam, Life divine, 
Change my nature into Thine; 
Move and spread throughout my soul, 
Actuate and fill the whole; 
Be it I no longer now 
Living in the flesh, but Thou. 

Every example I have used from the hymns of Charles Wesley 
could be paralleled in Orthodox worship, but more striking 
than details of exegesis is the similarity of understanding in two 
parts of the Christian poetic tradition; they have the same way 
of looking towards Christ and expressing it in music. The fathers 
saw the human body as the harp of the Spirit, and interpreted 
the last verses of the psalter in just that way: to be stretched 
out like the strings of a harp or cithern is to be stretched, they 
said, like Christ on the wood of the Cross; the body wholly 
given as the Spirit breathes over the strings: 

Come, Thou everlasting Spirit, 
Bring to every thankful mind 
All the Saviour's dying merit, 
All His sufferings for mankind: 

Come, Thou Witness of His dying; 
Come, Remembrancer divine, 
Let us feel Thy power, applying 
Christ to every soul, and mine, Amen. (MHB 765) 

It is the central tradition of Christianity and one in which 
Charles Wesley was clearly at home. 

This talk was given originally at the St Theosevia Centre for 
Christian Spirituality in Oxford on 12th March 1988. 
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praises of men in this life' with the 'praise by Wisdom in the 
future', the same link between Christ and Wisdom and heaven as 
in Charles Wesley's last line, 'Wisdom and Christ and heaven are 
one.' 

'Thou Shepherd of Israel and mine' 

The third hymn on which I want to comment is a hymn so 
deeply part of the mystical commentary on scripture that John 
Wesley at first disapproved of it for public worship. This is 
'Thou Shepherd of Israel, and mine,' (MHB 457), a meditation 
based on the Song of Songs. The first line shows the double 
interpretation placed on the scriptural text throughout: the 
'shepherd' is Christ; and he is not only the shepherd of Israel, 
that is, the church, but also shepherd of the soul of the reader, a 
use of the doctrinal interpretation of the scriptures intricately 
combined with its personal, moral application. The phrase from 
Psalm 80, 'Hear, 0 Thou Shepherd of Israel', combined with 
'He shall feed his flock like a shepherd, (Isa. 40.11 ), and 'The 
Lord is my shepherd (Ps. 23.1), have been applied to Christ 
from earliest times, on the basis of his own claim in John to be 
'the good shepherd'. The lines of the hymn, 

The pasture I languish to find 
Where all, who their Shepherd obey, 
Are fed, on Thy bosom reclined, 
And screened from the heat of the day. 

are derived from Isaiah 40.11, 'he shall gather the lambs in his 
bosom', and the Song of Songs 1.7, 'where thou liest at noon 
day'. This idea is carried straight into the second verse, 

Ah! show me that happiest place, 
The place of Thy people's abode, 

where the same verse of the Song of Songs, 'Show me where 
thou feedest thy flock', is turned into a direct link with the 
Passion of Christ, an interpretation common to the fathers 
which is given full expression in the next lines 

Where saints in an ecstasy gaze, 
And hang on a crucified God; 

The idea of the pierced side as the place of the heart of Christ 
and so the centre of the love of God which is heaven is com­
pleted in the final couplet, 

21 



Concealed in the cleft of Thy side, 
Eternally held in Thy heart. 

Bede in his commentary on the Song .of Songs also gives both 
a Christological and a personal interpretation to this passage: 

He who pastures his sheep lies down among them at midday within the 
hearts of his faithful ones, lest the fire of temptation kindle in them; he 
refreshes them with the remembrance of the sweetness of heaven and 
remains there graciously among them. 

The great commentator, however, on this passage and one even 
closer to Wesley than Bede is Bernard of Clairvaux in his sermons 
based on the Song of Songs where he says, 

0 my dove that art in the clefts of the rock ... the literal meaning 
yields us not much but ... the clefts of the rock are the wounds of 
Christ ... the rock is the refuge of the conies and where indeed is there 
more complete security and rest for us frail men save in the Saviour's 
wounds? 

It is an amazing tour de force by Charles Wesley to have bound 
together in a hymn for popular use so much of the mystical and 
liturgical interpretation of the church fathers. 

Two final points occur to me in thinking about these hymns 
of the Wesleys within the tradition of medieval scriptural ex­
egesis. Firstly, they are not emotional and sentimental instances 
of enthusiasm connected with a moment of personal experience; 
they are the controlled and redirected use of emotion combined 
with a very strong doctrinal understanding, which is instinctively 
within the main lines of Christian tradition. Like Bede and all 
other commentators of the early church, the Wesleys were 
concerned with the exact and literal meaning of the words of 
scripture and would use their Greek Testaments to correct 
where necessary the English version whose balanced cadences 
they loved. The grammatical sense was as important to them as 
to their predecessors; and like them, the Wesleys studied the 
words of scripture closely. But the meaning of the texts was for 
them not confined to the meaning the words had for their human 
authors. When Charles Wesley wrote his hymn about Bible 
study (MHB 310) 

When quiet in my house I sit, 
Thy Book be my companion still, 

he saw the scriptures not as historical documents, but as 'the 
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records of Thy will' to be 'searched ... till every heartfelt word 
be mine', and every medieval commentator would have agreed 
with him. Study of the Bible was a part of prayer in the ancient 
world, which had no separate concept of 'theology' and 'spirit­
uality' but simply the 'study of the Sacred Page' which included 
what later ages divided out. The pages of the early commentaries 
on the scriptures read like homilies, turning the text into living 
prayer in all its aspects. In the same way, thankfulness and praise 
mark the hymns of Charles Wesley as much as those other 
traditional parts of prayer: repentance and intercession; indeed, 
the desire that all men may come to the love of God filled 
each hymn, from the first amazed moments of the brothers' 
conversion which produced in their first conversion hymn (MHB 
361) the line 'Come, 0 my guilty brethren, come'. 

Secondly, the hymns of Charles Wesley were composed for 
private meditation, but most of all, they were intended for 
singing as part of the services of the church. They were a kind 
of devout Christian meditation upon the texts of the Bible 
made living within liturgical gatherings of the people of God. In 
this they provide a rare instance of non-scriptural material used 
in worship. Long before the Reformation the Western tradition 
of worship saw the text of the Bible as almost the only source 
for words used in the church, but the hymns of Charles Wesley 
are, instinctively, part of another tradition of worship. In what 
other church is there such freedom about the use in worship of 
the poetic meditation of the Christian spirit on the words of 
scripture, turning both doctrine and personal involvement 
into song? Certainly in the Orthodox church, especially in the 
Odes used at its Offices. In Orthodox Mattins, for instance, for 
the Feast of the Annunciation, the theological understanding of 
redemption which Irenaeus found in St Paul finds poetic 
expression as 

The Son of God becomes the Son of man, that, sharing in what is worse, 
He may make me share in what is better. In times of old Adam was once 
deceived: he sought to become God, but received not his desire. Now 
God becomes man, that He may make Adam God. (The Festal Menaion, 

trans., Mother Mary and Kallistos Ware, Faber and Faber, p. 460) 
A hymn of Charles Wesley (MHB 568) takes up the same 
exegesis and applies it to the singer himself: 
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Concealed in the cleft of Thy side, 
Eternally held in Thy heart. 

Bede in his commentary on the Song .of Songs also gives both 
a Christological and a personal interpretation to this passage: 

He who pastures his sheep lies down among them at midday within the 
hearts of his faithful ones, lest the fire of temptation kindle in them; he 
refreshes them with the remembrance of the sweetness of heaven and 
remains there graciously among them. 

The great commentator, however, on this passage and one even 
closer to Wesley than Bede is Bernard of Clairvaux in his sermons 
based on the Song of Songs where he says, 

0 my dove that art in the clefts of the rock ... the literal meaning 
yields us not much but ... the clefts of the rock are the wounds of 
Christ ... the rock is the refuge of the conies and where indeed is there 
more complete security and rest for us frail men save in the Saviour's 
wounds? 

It is an amazing tour de force by Charles Wesley to have bound 
together in a hymn for popular use so much of the mystical and 
liturgical interpretation of the church fathers. 

Two final points occur to me in thinking about these hymns 
of the Wesleys within the tradition of medieval scriptural ex­
egesis. Firstly, they are not emotional and sentimental instances 
of enthusiasm connected with a moment of personal experience; 
they are the controlled and redirected use of emotion combined 
with a very strong doctrinal understanding, which is instinctively 
within the main lines of Christian tradition. Like Bede and all 
other commentators of the early church, the Wesleys were 
concerned with the exact and literal meaning of the words of 
scripture and would use their Greek Testaments to correct 
where necessary the English version whose balanced cadences 
they loved. The grammatical sense was as important to them as 
to their predecessors; and like them, the Wesleys studied the 
words of scripture closely. But the meaning of the texts was for 
them not confined to the meaning the words had for their human 
authors. When Charles Wesley wrote his hymn about Bible 
study (MHB 310) 

When quiet in my house I sit, 
Thy Book be my companion still, 

he saw the scriptures not as historical documents, but as 'the 

22 

records of Thy will' to be 'searched ... till every heartfelt word 
be mine', and every medieval commentator would have agreed 
with him. Study of the Bible was a part of prayer in the ancient 
world, which had no separate concept of 'theology' and 'spirit­
uality' but simply the 'study of the Sacred Page' which included 
what later ages divided out. The pages of the early commentaries 
on the scriptures read like homilies, turning the text into living 
prayer in all its aspects. In the same way, thankfulness and praise 
mark the hymns of Charles Wesley as much as those other 
traditional parts of prayer: repentance and intercession; indeed, 
the desire that all men may come to the love of God filled 
each hymn, from the first amazed moments of the brothers' 
conversion which produced in their first conversion hymn (MHB 
361) the line 'Come, 0 my guilty brethren, come'. 

Secondly, the hymns of Charles Wesley were composed for 
private meditation, but most of all, they were intended for 
singing as part of the services of the church. They were a kind 
of devout Christian meditation upon the texts of the Bible 
made living within liturgical gatherings of the people of God. In 
this they provide a rare instance of non-scriptural material used 
in worship. Long before the Reformation the Western tradition 
of worship saw the text of the Bible as almost the only source 
for words used in the church, but the hymns of Charles Wesley 
are, instinctively, part of another tradition of worship. In what 
other church is there such freedom about the use in worship of 
the poetic meditation of the Christian spirit on the words of 
scripture, turning both doctrine and personal involvement 
into song? Certainly in the Orthodox church, especially in the 
Odes used at its Offices. In Orthodox Mattins, for instance, for 
the Feast of the Annunciation, the theological understanding of 
redemption which Irenaeus found in St Paul finds poetic 
expression as 

The Son of God becomes the Son of man, that, sharing in what is worse, 
He may make me share in what is better. In times of old Adam was once 
deceived: he sought to become God, but received not his desire. Now 
God becomes man, that He may make Adam God. (The Festal Menaion, 

trans., Mother Mary and Kallistos Ware, Faber and Faber, p. 460) 
A hymn of Charles Wesley (MHB 568) takes up the same 
exegesis and applies it to the singer himself: 
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Heavenly Adam, Life divine, 
Change my nature into Thine; 
Move and spread throughout my soul, 
Actuate and fill the whole; 
Be it I no longer now 
Living in the flesh, but Thou. 

Every example I have used from the hymns of Charles Wesley 
could be paralleled in Orthodox worship, but more striking 
than details of exegesis is the similarity of understanding in two 
parts of the Christian poetic tradition; they have the same way 
of looking towards Christ and expressing it in music. The fathers 
saw the human body as the harp of the Spirit, and interpreted 
the last verses of the psalter in just that way: to be stretched 
out like the strings of a harp or cithern is to be stretched, they 
said, like Christ on the wood of the Cross; the body wholly 
given as the Spirit breathes over the strings: 

Come, Thou everlasting Spirit, 
Bring to every thankful mind 
All the Saviour's dying merit, 
All His sufferings for mankind: 

Come, Thou Witness of His dying; 
Come, Remembrancer divine, 
Let us feel Thy power, applying 
Christ to every soul, and mine, Amen. (MHB 765) 

It is the central tradition of Christianity and one in which 
Charles Wesley was clearly at home. 

This talk was given originally at the St Theosevia Centre for 
Christian Spirituality in Oxford on 12th March 1988. 
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praises of men in this life' with the 'praise by Wisdom in the 
future', the same link between Christ and Wisdom and heaven as 
in Charles Wesley's last line, 'Wisdom and Christ and heaven are 
one.' 

'Thou Shepherd of Israel and mine' 

The third hymn on which I want to comment is a hymn so 
deeply part of the mystical commentary on scripture that John 
Wesley at first disapproved of it for public worship. This is 
'Thou Shepherd of Israel, and mine,' (MHB 457), a meditation 
based on the Song of Songs. The first line shows the double 
interpretation placed on the scriptural text throughout: the 
'shepherd' is Christ; and he is not only the shepherd of Israel, 
that is, the church, but also shepherd of the soul of the reader, a 
use of the doctrinal interpretation of the scriptures intricately 
combined with its personal, moral application. The phrase from 
Psalm 80, 'Hear, 0 Thou Shepherd of Israel', combined with 
'He shall feed his flock like a shepherd, (Isa. 40.11 ), and 'The 
Lord is my shepherd (Ps. 23.1), have been applied to Christ 
from earliest times, on the basis of his own claim in John to be 
'the good shepherd'. The lines of the hymn, 

The pasture I languish to find 
Where all, who their Shepherd obey, 
Are fed, on Thy bosom reclined, 
And screened from the heat of the day. 

are derived from Isaiah 40.11, 'he shall gather the lambs in his 
bosom', and the Song of Songs 1.7, 'where thou liest at noon 
day'. This idea is carried straight into the second verse, 

Ah! show me that happiest place, 
The place of Thy people's abode, 

where the same verse of the Song of Songs, 'Show me where 
thou feedest thy flock', is turned into a direct link with the 
Passion of Christ, an interpretation common to the fathers 
which is given full expression in the next lines 

Where saints in an ecstasy gaze, 
And hang on a crucified God; 

The idea of the pierced side as the place of the heart of Christ 
and so the centre of the love of God which is heaven is com­
pleted in the final couplet, 
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standing will guard you, delivering you from the way of evil' 
(2.11-12). Verse three of the hymn, 

Wisdom divine! Who tells the price 
Of wisdom's costly merchandise? 
Wisdom to silver we prefer, 
And gold is dross compared to her. 

is based closely on Proverbs 3 .14, 'the gain of it is better than 
gain from silver and its profit better than gold' which Bede links 
with 'a greater treasure laid up in heaven' (cf. Matthew 19.21). 

Her hands are filled with length of days, 
True riches, and immortal praise, 
Riches of Christ, on all bestowed 
And honour that descends from God. 

has as its basis Proverbs 3 .16, 'long life is in her right hand and 
in her left are riches and honour', which Bede, like Wesley, sees 
as the promises of God in redemption: 

He bestows in perpetual light the vision of His Godhead to His elect 
and them in this present life He illuminates and strengthens by His 
sacraments and gifts. He gives to them who bought from him by selling 
all an hundred fold in this life and life eternal in the age to come. 

The next verse 
To purest joys she all invites, 
Chaste, holy, spiritual delights; 
Her ways are ways of pleasantness, 
And all her flowery paths are peace. 

is based closely on 'her ways are ways of pleasantness and all 
her paths are peace' (Prov. 3.17), Bede takes this verse as 
prophetic of the peace of redemption: 'everything which He 
bore in the flesh for reconciling man to God, for making peace 
between angels and men, for showing how God ought to be 
served, is for us both peace and longing love', surely a meaning 
contained within the otherwise rather bland phrases of this verse. 

The last verse of the hymn makes poetry of the practical 
injunction of Proverbs, reiterated again and again to 'keep 
Wisdom', and combines it with the phrase of St Paul, 'Christ 
the power of God and the wisdom of God' (1 Cor. 1.24). Bede 
speaks of 'the wisdom of God that is Christ gives life to the 
church now through the flesh and blood received and in the 
future blessedness in His presence.' and contrasts the 'pointless 
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1. And can it be that I should gain 
An interest in the Saviour's blood? 

Died He for me, who caused His pain? 
For me, who Him to death pursued? 

Amazing love! how can it be 
That Thou, my God, shouldst die for me! 

2. 'Tis mystery all! The Immortal dies: 
Who can explore His strange design? 

In vain the first-born seraph tries 
To sound the depths of love divine. 

'Tis mercy all! let earth adore, 
Let angel minds inquire no more. 

3. He left His Father's throne above­
So free, so infinite His grace­

Emptied Himself of all but love, 
And bled for Adam's helpless race. 

'Tis mercy all, immense and free; 
For, 0 my God, it found out me! 

4. Long my imprisoned spirit lay 
Fast bound in sin and nature's night; 

Thine eye diffused a quickening ray-
I woke, the dungeon flamed with light; 

My chains fell off, my heart was free, 
I rose, went forth, and followed Thee. 

5. No condemnation now I dread; 
Jesus, and all in Him, is mine! 

457 

Alive in Him, my living Head, 
And clothed in righteousness divine, 

Bold I approach the eternal throne, 
And claim the crown, through Christ, my own. 

1. Thou Shepherd oflsrael, and mine, 
The joy and desire of my heart, 

For closer communion I pine, 

2. Ah! show me that happiest place, 
The place of Thy people's abode, 

Where saints in an ecstasy gaze, 
I long to reside where Thou art: 

The pasture I languish to find 
Where all, who their Shepherd obey, 

Are fed, on Thy bosom reclined, 
And screened from the heat of the day. 

And hang on a crucified God; 
Thy love for a sinner declare, 

Thy passion and death on the tree; 
My spirit to Calvary bear, 

To suffer and triumph with Thee. 

3. 'Tis there, with the lambs of Thy flock, 
There only, I covet to rest, 

To lie at the foot of the rock, 
Or rise to be hid in Thy breast; 

'Tis there I would always abide, 
And never a moment depart, 

Concealed in the cleft of Thy side, 
Eternally held in Thy heart. 
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SAINT DUNSTAN (909-988) 

DOUGLAS DALES 

ST DUNSTAN whose millennium falls this year was one of 
England's greatest statesmen and church leaders, yet it has been 
his fate to remain one of the least known and appreciated figures 
in our national history since the time of the Norman Conquest. 
He was born around the year 909, a decade after the death of 
Alfred the Great, and he died on 19th May 988. He grew up and 
was educated at Glastonbury and became a courtier in the 
entourage of king Athelstan (925-939) at Winchester. Around 
the year 942 he became abbot of Glastonbury which he reformed 
as the first Benedictine monastery in England, and the foremost 
educational centre in the land. He ruled there for over a dozen 
years, during which his friend Ethelwold founded a second 
monastery at Abingdon. Then in 956 he fell foul of the new 
king Edwy, and Dunstan fled to Flanders where he stayed at the 
newly reformed monastery of Blandinium at Ghent. In 958 he 
returned to England to become bishop of Worcester and London 
under the king of the northern half of the kingdom, Edwy's 
brother, Edgar. When Edgar gained control of the whole realm 
after his brother's death, Dunstan was appointed to be Arch­
bishop of Canterbury, and his primacy lasted for twenty-eight 
years until his death in 988. During this time, he secured the 
founding of many monasteries throughout southern England, 
and exercised a pre-eminent influence in both church and state. 
He was renowned for his learning, artistic skills and sanctity of 
life, and soon after his death was venerated at Canterbury as a 
saint. 

So much is well known. What is harder to attain is some real 
sense of his personality and character, and for this we must tum 
to the first two lives of Dunstan which were composed within 
twenty years of his death. Both were written by foreign monks, 
one of whom had visited England, and who were known to the 
circle of Dunstan 's friends and pupils. The first life was actually 
written by someone who had enjoyed Dunstan's patronage in 
the last few years of the saint's life; the second life, drawing on 
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not quote the scriptures but brings out of his mind what is there 
already. He reminisces, uses what is there, combining phrases 
and words by an instinctive Christian understanding; he brings, 
as did every medieval writer, 'things new and old' out of the 
scriptures simply by absorbing them into his being and then 
writing and speaking. It is a use of memory which was integral 
to the ancient world and to take apart any medieval text is to 
discover this; so it is with these hymns. 

'Happy the man that finds the grac;e,' 

Secondly, I want to look at a much less famous hymn, 'Happy 
the man who finds the grace,' (MHB 360). It is a careful exegesis 
of Proverbs 3.13-18, and here the commentary of Bede on 
Proverbs is very close in method and content to Wesley's poem. 
Like the former hymn, 'Happy the man' it is included in the 
Methodist Hymn Book among the hymns grouped under the 
heading, 'The Christian Life'; it is included in the part called 
'Repentance and Forgiveness', and it is followed directly 
by the Wesleys' first conversion hymn. It is a tranquil hymn, 
a meditation on the peace of heart that comes from the 
experience of 'evangelical conversion'. The whole account in 
Proverbs of the blessings given to the one who loves wisdom is 
transferred in both Bede and Charles Wesley to the Christian, and 
the blessings of the chosen race are transferred to the Christian 
church, the new Israel, the New Testament illuminating the Old. 
Moreover, 'Wisdom' is presented as 'Christ, the wisdom of God', 
as Bede says of this verse of Proverbs: 'Wisdom clearly is Christ'. 
The last line of the first verse, 'the faith that sweetly works by 
love' is based not on Proverbs, but on Galatians 5.6, 'the faith 
that works by love' which, as I have shown elsewhere, was an 
important concept for Bede, as 'faith which does the works of 
love'. The second verse of the hymn summarizes again the 
experience of the W esleys through their own 'evangelical 
conversion' with their familiar emphasis on personal salvation: 

Happy beyond description he 
Who knows: The Saviour died for me! 

As John Wesley said, 'an assurance was given me that Christ had 
taken away my sins, even mine, and saved me from the law of 
sin and death'. In Proverbs, the verse that is relevant is 'under-
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verse from the Old Testament, Job 29.14, 'I put on right­
eousness, and it clothed me: my judgment was as a robe and a 
diadem', and combines it with Romans 13.14, 'put ye on the 
Lord Jesus Christ', and Galatians 3.27, 'you have put on Christ'. 
The climax of the hymn, 

Bold I approach the eternal throne 
And claim the crown, through Christ, my own. 

is a combinations of Ephesians 3.12, 'In whom we have boldness 
and access by the faith of him', and the great images of the book 
of Revelation, 'I will give him a new robe', 'I will give him a crown 
of life'. Such a combination of scriptural texts to illuminate one 
another for the believer is essentially patristic and medieval, but 
it is the fourth verse that used the early tradition of exegesis 
most markedly, in a personal application of the story in Acts 
12.6-9, of Peter's delivery from prison: 

Long my imprisoned spirit lay, 
Fast bound in sin and nature's night; 

Here the text of Acts has been applied to the individual in 
relation to redemption by Christ. The soul, like Peter, is held 
in a prison, which is sin and sinful nature, composed of the five 
senses and the four elements of the world, according to the 
interpretation of biblical numbers from the third century 
onwards. Like Peter, the soul is delivered by a messenger of God, 
that is Christ, the angel, the one who is sent, and the chains of 
habit fall off as he goes forward, set free. 

Thine eye diffused a quickening ray-
I woke, the dungeon flamed with light; 
My chains fell off, my heart was free, 
I rose, went forth, and followed Thee. 

Bede comments on this passage from Acts in the same way as 
Charles Wesley, connecting the 'deliverance' of the soul even 
more specifically with the Cross: 

The blow on the side [ of Peter] is a reminder of the passion of Christ 
from whose wound salvation flowed. And to us also, held by binding 
chains, the apostle Peter gives consolation from this saying, Christ 
therefore suffered in the flesh and we should also arm ourselves in our 
thoughts. 
To trace such references, and they are by no means exhaustive, 

is to discover another medieval trait in Charles Wesley: he does 
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the first but adding some other material, was intended to supply 
the 'lections' for recitation at the night office of the monks on 
St Dunstan's day itself. Its author was a monk of the monastery 
at Ghent where Dunstan had taken refuge. 

Dunstan owed much to his family who owned lands at Baltons­
borough near Glastonbury. His father, Heorstan, was a devout 
man, and sympathetic to the life and learning of the church. His 
mother, Cynethrith, probably exercised a real spiritual influence 
over Dunstan for there is a striking dream of Dunstan's in which 
he saw his mother enter into heavenly marriage with the Lord. 
This occurred after Dunstan had become archbishop of Canter­
bury. The family were related in some distant way to the royal 
house, and several of Dunstan's kinsmen were courtiers and 
bishops. 

His life as a young man was not untouched by suffering, and 
the first biographer, drawing on personal reminiscences of the 
old man, clearly indicates that many of these afflictions were 
instrumental in propelling Dunstan further along the path of his 
vocation as priest and monk. A childhood fever brought him to 
death's door; later, while agonising whether to become a monk 
or not, he fell grievously ill and in the crisis resolved to accept 
his vocation. Hard on the heels of this trauma, he lost a close 
friend, a deacon of Glastonbury called Wulfred. After his 
appointment to be abbot of Glastonbury, Dunstan made his 
own brother Wulfric the 'reeve' of the monastery to attend to 
its material affairs; but he died prematurely, and there is a 
haunting picture of the young abbot awaiting the funeral alone 
but for a small boy at the entrance to the church. 

Nor was Dunstan particularly popular at court. He was too 
gifted: more interested in learning than hawking. His contem­
poraries gave him a rough ride on more than one occasion, 
throwing him into a hog-pit, and twice securing his banishment. 
They even turned his interest in music and poetry-pagan lays 
as well as church anthems-against him, accusing him of sorcery 
and mischief! His commitment to scholarship flowered early, 
mainly at the hands of Irish scholars using the ancient library 
at Glastonbury. As a young man he became accomplished in 
several of the creative arts, designing vestments and engaging in 
metal-work. 
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Dunstan became a monk at the hands of his relative Alphege 
'the Bald', bishop of Winchester. It was there that he became 
firm friends with Ethelwold, who in due time followed Dunstan 
to Glastonbury to share with him the work of monastic renewal. 
Alphege was really the father of Benedictine monasticism in 
England at this time, and was in many ways a spiritual father to 
Dunstan personally. News of the stirring of renewed monastic 
life on the Continent would certainly have reached England. 
But the impulse for the renewal of monastic life was largely 
native, and was in part nurtured by holy women who still lived 
the conventual and eremitic life. One of these, Ethelfleda, a 
close relative of king Athelstan, lived the life of an anchoress at 
Glastonbury. To her Dunstan became deeply devoted, and the 
first biographer tells of her, saying, 'It is not within our com­
petence to tell to what extent and in what ways she prepared 
him for divine service.' From her Dunstan learned more than 
the rudiments of the contemplative life. 

His appointment to Glastonbury was by no means inevitable. 
Dunstan having once again fallen foul of the new king, Edmund, 
was about to go into exile abroad when the king narrowly 
escaped death on the cliffs of Cheddar gorge while hunting. In a 
flash the king remembered the ill he had done to Dunstan, and 
shaken by his deliverance, he rode with Dunstan to Glastonbury, 
and installed him as abbot there without any further delay. As 
abbot of Glastonbury Dunstan's task was two-fold: to gather 
round him as a spiritual father men prepared to live the Bene­
dictine life; and to foster a major educational establishment 
where other clerics and some laymen might imbibe the Latin 
learning of the church. This he did, and so striking was he as an 
educator and a spiritual figure that a whole generation of church 
leaders sprang forth from Glastonbury over the next hundred 
years. Glastonbury became one of the principal centres of 
learning and artistic creation in England. 

The dominant note in the first half of the life of Dunstan, 
and especially while he was establishing his work at Glaston­
bury, is that of a running conflict with evil. The pressure on him 
was evidently immense and unrelenting, normally while he was 
engaged in his prayers and nightly vigils. 'With many spiritual 
weapons and delusions did the ancient seducer often weary 
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both brothers, giving it a universal and scriptural expression: 
And can it be that I should gain 
An interest in my Saviour's blood? 

Charles begins, using a modern and daring image taken from a 
trade much respected in eighteenth century England, banking. 
The images are then mainly from the New Testament, above all 
from St Paul, which is in line with the Commentaries of Luther 
on Romans and Galatians which underpinned the conversion 
of both brothers. The first three verses combine Romans 5.8, 
1 Peter 1.2, and Philippians 2. 7, so that each illuminates the 
other and all are applied personally. The first verse both sets out 
the doctrinal meanings of texts of St Paul, that is, their spiritual 
sense, and applies it in the moral, that is, the personal sense. 
'But God shows his love for us that while we were yet sinners 
Christ died for the ungodly' (Rom. 5.8) is restated with the 
reiteration of 'for me' throughout the verse: 

Died He for me who caused His pain? 
For me, who Him to death pursued? 
Amazing love! How can it be 
That Thou, my God shouldst die for me! 

In the second verse, this mystery of love which gives itself for 
the salvation of sinners and which is described in 1 Peter 1.2 as 
'things which the angels desire to look into' becomes 

In vain the first-born seraph tries 
To sound the depths of love divine. 

The third verse makes personal the Christological poetry of Paul 
in Philippians 2.7: 'He thought it not robbery to be equal with 
God but emptied himself (Phil. 2.6- 7) becomes 

Emptied himself of all but love, 
And bled for Adam's helpless race. 

The last verse applies this doctrinal understanding of atonement 
personally in an amazing combination of many key Pauline 
verses. Not only does Romans 8.1, 'Therefore there is now no 
condemnation to them that are in Christ Jesus' become 

No condemnation now I dread, 

but 1 Cor. 15.22, 'as in Adam all die so also in Christ shall all 
be made alive' becomes, 

Jesus, and all in Him are mine! 
The next line, 'And clothed in righeousness divine,' takes up a 
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is swallowed after chewing; but it is drink in the clearer places, because 
there it is absorbed just as it is found. 

To feed on the word of God for the early church was to read 
the scriptures as well as to receive the eucharistic elements. It 
was the same for the Wesleys; in his meditation on the Lord's 
Prayer, John Wesley gave as the primary meaning of 'daily 
bread', 'things pertaining to life and godliness' which included 
the daily feeding upon the scriptures in prayer, though he also 
interpreted it as meaning the eucharist: 

It was the judgrnent of many of the ancient Fathers that we are here to 
understand the sacramental bread also; ... highly esteemed, till the love 
of many waxed cold, as the grand channel whereby the grace of His 
Spirit was conveyed to the souls of all the children of God. 
In presenting three of Charles Wesley's hymns I would like to 

insist that they belong above all to this medieval tradition of 
liturgical meditation: they were meant to be sung and they were 
meant to be prayed, not expounded; any talk about them can 
only be a feeble suggestion of how they can be understood. 

'And can it be' 

Firstly, I want to look at the second of Wesley's conversion 
hymns, 'And can it be' (MHB 371), almost certainly by Charles 
though it has been attributed to John. It reflects very clearly 
the brothers' reaction to those moments which they regarded as 
definitive for their faith, when, to use Origen's words, they were 
'turned to the Lord'. On May 21st 1738, Charles received an 
inward assurance of faith, and three days later his brother John 
also found his heart 'strangely warmed' -two moments which, 
may I suggest in passing, are illuminated when seen in the 
medieval tradition of 'compunction', the piercing of the heart 
by love and fear of God. A result of Charles's conversion was to 
release fully his latent gift for hymnody, which became the 
centre of his spiritual life. It issued at once in a hymn (MHB 
361) marvelling at the grace of God: 

Where shall my wondering soul begin? 
How shall I all to heaven aspire? 

and a few days later another 'thanksgiving for salvation' (MHB 
3 71) was written at Little Britain. This more sophisticated hymn 
expressed in poetry of even greater appeal the experience of 
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the blessed father Dunstan as in a mindless conflict', says the 
first biographer. In fact the whole of Dunstan's life, at least until 
he became archbishop in 960, seems to have been ringed by 
spiritual opposition from various quarters. He himself had no 
illusions about the matter, and proved himself as an 'athlete of 
Christ' well able to spot the machinations of the devil, and by 
prayer, suffering and love to see him off. But it was not easy, 
especially when the opposition took a political form, and when 
in 956 he was hounded out of the country in particularly sordid 
circumstances, his work at Glastonbury seemed ruined. 

For Dunstan's monastic life was no retreat from public affairs. 
Indeed his appointment as abbot of Glastonbury plunged him 
deeply into political life, and under Edmund's successor, 
Dunstan's close friend, Eadred, his role was central and in­
fluential, but not everywhere popular. There are several stories 
in the first life which indicate his deep involvement in the often 
turbulent upheavals of the day, and his own alliance with certain 
of the leading noblemen, who in tum backed his programme 
for monastic renewal and reform. He had his political and 
ecclesiastical enemies: those who resented or feared the ethos 
of monastic church life, and more precisely its claims on lands 
properly pertaining to the church but effectively in lay owner­
ship. 

The circumstances in which Dunstan finally became arch­
bishop of Canterbury were as stormy as those surrounding his 
appointment to Glastonbury. There is no doubt that he was 
appointed by the new king, Edgar, one of his own pupils, to be 
a reforming archbishop, and to oversee the massive political 
revolution that the widespread foundation of monasteries 
would entail. Dunstan's ascendance over the appointment of 
bishops secured support for the reforming plan, and with his 
friends Ethelwold at Winchester and Oswald at Worcester he 
soon took the bull by the horns. At Winchester they were 
bitterly opposed by the sitting clergy who were married and 
who intended to pass on their endowments to their offspring. 
Winchester was forcibly reformed at the king's command, but 
there was deep resentment for a generation. Elsewhere Dunstan 
got his way by diplomacy, persuasion and sheer moral authority. 
The king and his family gave a lead in endowing the new foun-
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dations and within a decade twenty monasteries were underway. 
In 973 Dunstan presided over a synod at Winchester which drew 
up the Regularis Concordia, or monastic agreement, under which 
the English monasteries would live and function. 

For all his reputation as a formidable political figure, Dunstan 
was remembered and beloved as a moderating statesman, a great 
political 'survivor' who consecrated three kings and left his dis­
tinctive mark on the coronation rite as we now have it, and 
brought consistent Christian influence to bear on the legislation 
of the time and upon the administration of justice throughout 
the land. He was remembered too as a most effective pastor of 
his own diocese, Canterbury, a champion of the poor and weak, 
and a bishop who made the two monasteries at Canterbury, 
Christ Church and St Augustine's, important and vital centres of 
church life and learning. Letters survive to him from various 
contacts abroad who looked to him for guidance and support, 
and Dunstan himself enjoyed close personal friendship with 
several scholars of the continental monastic reform movement, 
notably Abbo of Fleury. 

In the midst of all this, Dunstan found time for his learning 
and artistic work; 'he would correct erroneous books and erase 
false writings as soon as he could study them by the first light 
of dawn', and some of his own manuscripts remain. In the later 
part of his life at Canterbury his musical gifts took a new turn. 
The first biographer records how on several occasions Dunstan 
learnt new tunes and anthems in visions while he was asleep, 
and was able to record them on waking and teach them to his 
monks. This is a powerful example of how an almost charismatic 
contemplative life generated plain-chant in this period, and 
later a famous form of the Kyries, the Kyrie Rex Splendens was 
attributed to St Dunstan. Both he and Ethelwold were creative 
artists and influential patrons of craftsmen who produced the 
lovely manuscripts and carved work for which this period of 
English art is justly famous. 

Dunstan 's own monastic spirituality was profoundly con­
templative. It centred round a regular devotion to the Eucharist 
and to the practice of confession, and a disciplined life of prayer 
and the study of scripture and the fathers. He had a lively sense 
of the Holy Spirit, and taught the importance of fervent inter-
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'Did not our heart burn within us, while he talked with us by 
the way, and while he opened to us the scriptures?' (Lk. 24.32). 
This gave them what they referred to as the 'moral' meaning of 
the text, that is, how it applied to the reader in his own relation­
ship with Christ, what Origen calls being 'converted to the Lord'. 
As Bede says, to read the scriptures is to receive the Word of 
God through both a deeper understanding of the mystery of 
Christ and its application to mankind: 

by breaking the bread which He gave to His disciples, the Lord desig­
nates the secret meanings by which the world was to be nourished unto 
perpetual salvation. 

Most of all,it was in the verse, 'Ought not Christ to have suffered 
these things', that ancient writers found their key to the Bible. 
In commenting on the book of Esdras, Bede sees in the re­
building of the Temple a detailed pattern of redemption, and 
exclaims, 'by the Lord's passion the vast abyss of the Scriptures 
has been laid open to us'. 

The hymns of Charles Wesley are most clearly understood as 
forming a part of this tradition. In them the two Testaments are 
constantly used to interpret one another. They draw from the 
text of scripture meditations on the person of Christ, leading to 
conversion of the heart. Again and again it is this double sense 
of the scriptures which is instinctively taken up and turned into 
poetry and music, for both private meditation and congre­
gational singing. Here of course is another way in which Charles 
Wesley's hymns belong to the medieval and, in fact, monastic 
tradition of praying the scriptures. Throughout the Middle Ages, 
the text of scripture was not regarded as well read unless it was 
read in two ways: first, proclaimed by Christians together in a 
liturgical context with participation of each by voice and action; 
and secondly, used by Christians in private for lectio divina, in 
such a way that the individual could be penetrated by the divine 
Word. The great mass of biblical learning, that intense stretching 
of the mind and intellect which is so notable throughout the 
Middle Ages was not divorced from life and practice: learning 
had one end, the study of the sacred page as food for the soul. 
Bede says about the scriptures: 

Sometimes it is food for us, sometimes drink, In the more obscure 
places it is food because it is broken as it were by explanation and it 
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spontaneously in different parts of the divided church. To do 
this, firstly I will analyse three of Charles Wesley's hymns in 
detail relating them to the early traditions of Bible study. 
Secondly, I will draw attention to the words of the hymns in 
relation to the scriptures and to the early exegesis of those 
passages which they so faithfully reflect. For this I will often 
make use of the commentaries of the Venerable Bede, partly 
because he sums up the tradition of the fathers as well as 
contributing to it in a very marked manner, partly because he is 
the first and greatest of English commentators on the Bible, and 
also because to do so indicates the continuing tradition of com­
mentary through the Middle Ages, even in that 'alter orbis', 
England. I will for convenience talk about 'medieval' biblical 
exegesis, though, of course, that was formed by patristic exegesis, 
in order to underline the fact that for more than a thousand 
years of Christian history this tradition was as central in the West 
as in the East. 

For the Middle Ages, the key to understanding the scriptures 
lay in the Gospels themselves. In the Gospel of St Luke, in the 
story of the disciples on the road to Emmaus (Lk. 24.26-7), 
they read: 'Beginning at Moses and all the prophets, he 
expounded unto them in all the scriptures the things concerning 
himself'. The claim that Christ himself used the Old Testament to 
illuminate the New produced three convictions about exegesis: 
firstly, the words of the scriptures could be used as the surest 
interpreter of themselves; they were seen as the words of one 
writer, the Holy Spirit, and different parts of the scriptures 
were therefore used together with complete assurance that they 
would illuminate one another. Secondly, since Christ had used 
the scripture to show 'the things concerning himself this led 
directly to what came to be called the spiritual, doctrinal 
meaning of the scriptures, that is, the conviction that every part 
of the scriptures contained some kind of Good News about the 
person of Christ, though such meaning was often hidden. That 
is exactly what Origen meant in the passages already quoted 
when he talked about the 'veil of the letter' being removed so 
that, quoting St Paul, 'we may see ... the glory of the Lord'. 
Thirdly, the early commentators also understood from this 
passage that such study was indeed a 'converting ordinance': 
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This example of the music for the Kyrie Rex Splendens is taken from the Graduale 
used at Fairacres for a sung Mass on Sundays and major feasts. 

cession as the bond of love between all Christians. The life of 
the monks was to be valued and protected precisely because 
their intercession was vital to the well-being of a Christian realm. 
Lastly he and his fellow reformers, Oswald and Ethelwold, 
practised simple and practical care for the poor, and Oswald 
actually died while washing their feet during Lent. This ethical 
aspect to monastic spirituality set the lead for the rest of the 
church and society and its impact upon the common people 
must never be overlooked. 

From his earliest youth, Dunstan had enjoyed a lively sense 
of the reality of heaven and of the active role of the saints in 
fostering the life of the church on earth. Glastonbury remained 
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his spiritual home, a place where the Celtic and Anglo-Saxon 
strains in English Christianity were so profoundly intertwined. 
He and all his fellow monks grew deeper in their devotion to 
Mary, the Mother of the Lord, and she became the patron of 
many of the new monasteries. They would have regarded the 
single most striking feature of their experience as a church to 
have been the resurgence of miracles as a result of the inter­
cession of local saints. Cuthbert, Etheldreda, and notably 
Swithun at Winchester were English saints of an earlier era who 
represented a living past bearing upon a living present. Dunstan, 
Ethelwold, Oswald; Oda, Dunstan's saintly predecessor at 
Canterbury, Alphege his successor the martyr, and Edith the 
royal princess and nun of Wilton, in turn became the active 
saints of the pre-Conquest church and society in England. 
Dunstan's own miracles at Canterbury are carefully recorded by 
an eyewitness, and constitute a valuable and fascinating part of 
the tradition. 

In life and in death Dunstan proved himself to be a true father 
of his people, and was immediately and spontaneously acclaimed 
as a saint. Both his first biographers record carefully the manner 
of his dying at Ascensiontide, 988. Dunstan received a direct 
intimation of his impending death just before Ascension Day 
itself, and this he shared with his community and congregation 
ashe preached in the cathedral that day. 

He preached the gospel as he had never preached it before, and com­
mitted to God his church and community, and during the Eucharist 
reconciled them to God. Then having blessed them three times, he gave 
his love and peace to them all and said, 'Farewell-for the last time!' 
They gazed on him as if he were an angel of God. 
From the day of the Lord's Ascension, this pillar of God began slowly 
to lose his strength; weariness prevailed and he took to his bed. On the 
morning of the Sabbath, when the matins hymns were now finished, 
he bade the holy congregation of brethren to come to him. He again 
commended his spirit to them, and received from the heavenly table the 
viaticum of the sacraments of Christ which had been celebrated in his 
presence. Then giving thanks to God for it, he began to sing: 'The 
merciful and gracious Lord hath so done his marvellous works that they 
ought to be had in remembrance: He hath given meat unto them that 
fear him ... ' With these words in his mouth, he rendered his spirit into 
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A CONVERTING ORDINANCE 

Some reflections on the hymns of Charles Wesley 
in the light of medieval biblical commentary. 

SISTER BENEDICTA SLG 

If anyone wants to be converted to the Lord, let him pray from his 
heart that the veil of the letter might be taken away and the light of the 
Spirit come, as it is said, 'we all behold with open face as in a glass the 
glory of the Lord and are changed into that image from glory to glory 
even as by the Lord the Spirit'. 

This sentence is not from John Wesley's 'Preface to a Collection 
of Hymns for Use of the People Called Methodists', though it 
sounds very like it. It is, in fact, from Origen's Commentary on 
the Book of Genesis. John Wesley introduced the hymns of the 
Methodist Hymn Book in the eighteenth century with much the 
same approach to the essentials of Christian life as Origen in the 
third century. It is this similarity of approach that I would like 
to examine rather than a direct influence, though John Wesley 
thought well of Origen and other church fathers: 'I reverence 
their writings because they describe true, genuine Christianity 
and direct us to the strongest evidence of the Christian doctrine'. 
His respect for the fathers of the church was not, however, 
without reservations: he remarked briskly of a list of fathers he 
had read which contained not only Origen but also lrenaeus, 
Clement and Cyprian: 'Some of these had not strong natural 
sense'. It is a typically eighteenth century caveat, but in fact 
both John and Charles Wesley had much in common with those 
early fathers, especially in the way they regarded the Bible. 

I do not want to show that the Wesleys were directly 
influenced by reading the fathers in their attitude to scripture; 
that is certainly true, as Henry Bett and others have shown. Nor 
do I want to establish a link between Charles Wesley and 
ancient or medieval traditions of hymnography, which seems 
extremely unlikely. What I would like to illustrate is a rather 
simple point: that the hymns of Charles Wesley are a part of 
the ancient Christian tradition of biblical exegesis and as such 
they are examples of a common Christian attitude which arises 
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loving presence of Christ, to be with him who has chosen to be 
with us-finding an identity only in that presence, that love. But 
there is another echo of Bethany in Wesley's story, a fitting 
anecdote to end with. Mary anointed Jesus 'for his burial' -a 
story itself echoing the anointing of Jesus' head by the sinful 
woman of Luke 7. We read that once, when Wesley was 
preaching in some derelict corner of a city, a drunken pro­
stitute staggered towards him, intent on embarrassing and 
mocking him; and then broke down in tears, and began to stroke 
the old man's long white hair. 'How soft it is,' she stammered, 
'How soft it is!' Some perception of a complete vulnerability 
that we can only call Christlike had broken through God knows 
what wretchedness and self-loathing. That is what we praise 
God for today, as we remember Wesley and his brother: the 
vulnerability of the man whose life was so chaotic, who almost 
could say that he didn't know what it was to love God, 'and yet 
to be so employed! ... I can't stand still. I want all the world to 
come to-I know not what.' 
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his maker's hands and rested in peace. 0 happy him whom the Lord 
found thus watching! He was buried in a grave of his own preparing, 
where he had taught his own people while as a bishop he passed among 
them. 

Douglas Dales is a Priest Associate SLG, and is chaplain and 
head of religious studies at Marlborough College. His book, 
DUNSTAN-SAINT AND STATESMAN will be published by 
the Lutterworth Press on 19th May 1988, with a Foreword by 
the Archbishop of Canterbury. 

F.L.G. RETREATS 1988 

F.L.G. Retreat, St Columba's House, Woking, Surrey 

Monday 19th September-Friday 23rd September 
Conductor: Revd Canon John Byrom 

Cost: £64.63 + Share of Conductor's expenses. 

F.L.G. Retreat, Bishop Woodford House, Ely, Carobs. 

Friday 14th October-Sunday 16th October 
Conductor: Revd Victor Stock 

(Priest Associate SLG) 
Cost: £28.50 + Share of Conductor's expenses. 

Would FLG members wishing to attend either of these retreats please 
let Miss Joan Spittal know: 27 The Lanes, 

Bampton, 
Oxfordshire OX8 2JG 
Tel: 0993 851392 

before the end of August, as sometimes last minute bookings are not 
possible. 
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BOOKS 

JOHN OF THE CROSS, Selected Writings, Edited with an 
Introduction by Kieran Kavanaugh OCD. The Classics of Western 
Spirituality, SPCK, 1987, £13.50. 

Our goal will be to explain, with God's help, all these points so that 
those who read this book will in some way discover the road they are 
walking along, and the one they ought to follow if they want to reach 
the summit of this mount. (The Ascent of Mount Carmel, Prologue) 

These words of St John of the Cross reveal one of the primary 
purposes of his writings: to describe the progress of the soul (a 
journey imaged as the ascent of Mount Carmel) through darkness 
and trials towards union with God. Although he was writing 
primarily for the monks and nuns of the Carmelite Reform, his 
desire was to guide any who, lacking adequate spiritual direction, 
might be perplexed by the purifying action of God within the 
soul, an action which he termed 'night'. 

Four hundred years later, there is still hunger for the kind of 
teaching which St John gave, yet in practice his teaching may 
not be readily available to those who would welcome it. His 
works are lengthy, repetitive and at times unfinished and 
obscure, and sometimes he fails to maintain the logical structure 
promised at the beginning of a book. Expert and beginner alike 
will welcome this shortened version of his writings, whether for 
serious study or to form a basis for pondering prayer. 

This book, part of the Classics of Western Spirituality series, 
comprises 326 pages, including 237 pages of text selected from 
the four main works: The Ascent of Mount Carmel, The Dark 
Night of the Soul, The Spiritual Canticle and The Living Flame 
of Love. The extracts from the Complete Works are extensive 
and reveal the central message and the stage on the spiritual 
journey described in each book. Whole or part chapters are 
taken from the full text, and the original numbering is retained, 
so that it is clear where omissions have been made. Inevitably 
some memorable passages have not been included. I particularly 
miss the description in the closing chapters of the Dark Night of 
the Soul of the soul journeying through the dark night disguised 
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confused, faced with the sister whose marriage has ended or the 
son who postpones marriage with his partner for fear of empty 
formalism. We should like the rules and the roles to be clearer, 
but they seem not to be. We are all post-Luther in that sense, 
anyway! 

Wesley's gospel is that our first task is to trust God and not 
to invent ourselves as if we were to be clear-cut characters in a 
drama: our identity before God will come from God, insofar as 
we simply go on with him, patiently opening ourselves to his 
patience with us, and patiently staying with each other in our 
risky and muddled lives. This is not a Christianity without 
struggle, without discipline and without judgment. It is hard to 
keep that openness, that habit of trust-we need disciplines for 
that, silent listening for God, standing before the Christ of the 
gospels, joining in the Church's act of praise; we need to learn 
real repentance and honesty, to accept our mistakes as real, 
never paralysed by or ashamed of them so that we are afraid of 
ourselves and our own perceptions and choices. 'The best of all 
is, God is with us'; beyond this stumbling and confusion, the 
awkward innovations whose rightness or wrongness we simply 
don't know, the risky judgment based on fallible or lazy per­
ception, beyond this, God still holds a future for us in his hands. 
Thank God for a saint who had to live his life so embarrassingly 
beyond the conventions that had marked out sanctity in 
Christendom! Thank God even for the eighteenth century 
Church of England, so clueless about how to handle a man 
irresponsibly devoted to God that it forced him to wandering 
and exploration, folly and blundering, and unshakeable witness 
to free and full grace. That the grace of God should raise up a 
fool for Christ in England-and an alumnus of Christ Church 
too-(but the grace of God did it again more recently in the 
other great risk-taking saint educated in this house, Bishop 
George Bell). 

Wesley's hectic life makes him look like a Martha in terms of 
this morning's New Testament reading (Luke I 0.38-11.13). 
But Mary, the silly, time-wasting sister, doing the unexpected 
(women did not sit and listen to rabbis in well-conducted 
households) is in fact more of a prototype: she wanted, not to 
impress, to do a good and conventional job, but to absorb the 
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been provided for him. As it was, he had no assurance from 
outside. Boldly (or foolishly) he digested what he knew of the 
tradition of spirituality and tried to rework it not only for 
himself but for semi-literate weavers and miners of his own 
country and century. He knew he was a fool, that his life was a 
mess; he set that to one side, because the imperative was to 
preach what he could only have learned in his folly-that God is 
to be trusted. 'The best of all is, God is with us', he said as he 
died. With that assurance, he could afford to experiment, to take 
risk after risk, to walk into disaster. 'I want all the world to 
come to-I know not what'. 

Martin Luther, two centuries before, had grasped the great 
temptation at the heart of the observances of Catholic spiritual 
discipline-the illusion that we can by good observance create 
order in our souls, shape our identity. Wesley was less inclined 
than Luther simply to reject all these observances with repulsion; 
but what his witness says to us is that, once you have seen this 
temptation, there is no safe place. The order of the cloister, the 
well-drilled exercises of piety, these cannot now be undertaken 
without a certain ironic awareness of how they may be a means 
of evading grace. Wesley does not expect to be able to produce 
order in his soul, to make a coherent identity before God. His 
life, his identity is in God's hands, hid with Christ. What holds 
him together, from moment to moment, is only the trust that 
his 'wholeness' is kept and formed by God. The errors, the 
humiliating mistakes and wrong turnings are all there, woven by 
God into a work of grace, a sign in the world of his victorious 
mercy. 

So he speaks; he is, unexpectedly, a very modem figure. We 
are tempted to nostalgia for a time when Christian (Catholic or 
Protestant) rules and practices made a clear map of the moral 
and spiritual life; because few of us experience it now with that 
sort of clarity. We-as individuals or a church-are nervous about 
the risk we run in experiment: new kinds of community, of 
ministry, new kinds of engagement in our public life. We are 
understandably afraid of losing something-if we say this or that 
about (for instance) the ordination of divorced men or women 
to the ministry, we fear we shall lose our grasp of God's will for 
the sanctity of faithful marriage. Yet we may well be privately 
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by three coloured garments: the white tunic of faith, the green 
coat of hope and the red toga of charity. Also outside the scope 
of the book are the minor works and some of the poems; we do 
not find, for example, the gem: 'At the evening of life, you will 
be examined in love.' (Sayings of Light and Love, No. 57). 

The translation is the excellent one by Kavanaugh and 
Rodriguez, slightly modified. Anyone more familiar with the 
translation by E. Allison Peers might be interested in a com­
parison of one famous passage (1.13 .11) in the two translations. 
Here is the Kavanaugh and Rodriguez version: 

To reach satisfaction in all 
desire its possession in nothing. 

To come to possess all 
desire the possession of nothing. 

To arrive at being all 
desire to be nothing .... 

And when you come to the possession of the all 
you must possess it without wanting anything. 

Because if you desire to have something in all 
your treasure in God is not purely your all. 

The same passage in the translation by Peers reads: 

In order to arrive at having pleasure in everything, 
desire to have pleasure in nothing. 

In order to arrive at possessing everything, 
desire to possess nothing. 

In order to arrive at being everything, 
desire to be nothing .... 

And, when thou comest to possess (the All) wholly, 
thou must possess it without desiring anything. 

For, if thou wilt have anything in all, 
thou hast not thy treasure purely in God. 

There is a helpful Preface and General Introduction, together 
with a short introduction to each of the four books. The sketch 
of Mount Carmel is included, both in Spanish and English, and 
the poems upon which St John gives a commentary are included 
in translation. The General Introduction contains a short bio­
graphy of St John together with some account of his writings. 
There is also a welcome section entitled 'Anthropology'; this 
explains St John's understanding of the various components of 
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human psychology and the terms he uses, such as 'faculties of 
the soul'. There is a comprehensive bibliography and the foot­
notes in the text, which are kept to a minimum, are useful and 
precise. There is a brief index at the end, which I did not find 
particularly helpful; I looked, for example, without success for 
'detachment', 'confessors/directors', 'nada', and 'virtues'. 

We may perhaps be put off by the emphasis which St John 
places upon renunciation and detachment and attribute this to a 
negative perspective on humanity and creation-yet this gentle 
saint loved his fellow human beings and rejoiced in the beauty of 
nature. I quote from the Preface by Ernest E. Larkin 0. Carm.: 

Let it be said unequivocably that he does not undercut creation. He 
exalts it, not in its truncated, fragmented form apart from God, but in 
its truth with God in the centre. 
Without doubt John's eyes are fixed on God, but the living God, not a 
counterfeit domesticated and betrayed by human projections. To 
encounter the real God is not easy; it demands a radical and total 
redemption of heart and mind. But if our author is the enemy of easy, 
self-serving ways, he is also the protagonist of the fullest human 
development. 

This new shortened edition of the works of St John of the 
Cross makes his real message more readily available, enabling it 
to be communicated anew across the gap of centuries, language 
and culture, and makes clear that for St John union with God 
revealed in Jesus Christ is everything. Love is the end, and love 
is the way. 

SISTER AVIS MARY SLG 
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prayer and good works; the aspiring missionary in Georgia, en­
tangled in a humiliatingly awful love affair, utterly unable to 
disentangle pastoral responsibility and personal need, offending 
most of his flock, returning miserably to England; the new 
convert touched at last by the good news that God gives what 
we shall never earn, and then writing to a former guide and 
teacher letters of such censorious and pompous arrogance that 
he must have blushed for them all his life; the missionary again, 
compromising ( they said) the dignity of his cloth by preaching 
in the early morning to labourers on their way to work, in the 
open streets and fields, earning mockery and physical assault; 
the ageing and lonely pastor, contracting a disastrous marriage 
with a quite Hogarthian widow lady who bullied him and 
shouted at him and sneered at him and struck him before his 
friends; the harrassed organizer, frustrated by the church at 
every tum, desperately deciding to ordain with his own hands a 
'bishop' to further the great work in America, and so ruining his 
last hopes of co-operation from the English hierarchy ... 

'And yet, to be so employed of God!' This neat, nervous 
little man, with his impulsive judgments, his endlessly betrayed 
reliance on his fellow men and women, his passionate and con­
fused sexuality is, arguably, the greatest saint, the greatest 
witness to Jesus Christ, produced by the eighteenth century 
Church of England-the last place you'd expect to find fools for 
Christ's sake. He has rightly been compared with the great 
monastic reformers, Bernard, Francis, Ignatius. And that, 
paradoxically, gives us a clue to him. It's possible to score a 
rather easy point by saying that, in a Catholic culture, John 
Wesley would have been a monk or friar or Jesuit, and so would 
have been spared his muddles and humiliations. His faulty 
judgment would have been submitted to a confessor, his chaotic 
enthusiasm channelled by obedience, his uncertainties about a 
call to the single life settled once for all by a vow. But how 
much less he would then speak to us!-to us, who (Catholic or 
Protestant) live in a context in which the traditional disciplines 
of piety are not readily accessible, where even the religious life, 
some say, is hard to live without a sense of self-consciousness 
or even inauthenticity. In another setting, Wesley would have 
known what to do, how to be good: his models would have 
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JOHN WESLEY, A FOOL FOR CHRIST 

A Sermon Preached at Christ Church, Oxford 

ROWAN WILLIAMS 

And yet this is the mystery, I do not love God. I never did .... There­
fore I never believed in the Christian sense of the word. Therefore I am 
only an honest heathen, ... And yet to be so employed of God! and so 
hedged in that I can neither get forward nor backward! ... I am borne 
along, I know not how, that I can't stand still. I want all the world 
to come to-I know not what. Neither am I impelled to this by fear 
of any kind. I have no more fear than love. 

So wrote John Wesley to his brother Charles in June 1766: 
bizarre words from a man so frequently charged with irres­
ponsible emotionalism, with wallowing in subjective appre­
hensions of guilt and forgiveness, and stirring up unhealthy 
excitement in the susceptible hearts of the uneducated. (It 
was still possible in the late nineteenth century for an Anglican 
parish priest in Cornwall to attribute the prevalence of 
illegitimate births in his village to Methodist influence, because 
Methodists encouraged ignorant peasant girls to give way to their 
emotions.) But these are moving and sobering words: perhaps 
the most eloquent account in our language of justification by 
faith. In the same letter, he went on 'O insist everywhere on full 
redemption receivable by faith alone! Consequently to be looked 
for now'. This is no summons to cheap emotionalism, but the 
plea to preach complete trust in God in the midst of coldness, 
unhappiness, confusion, boredom. Never mind that: you may 
still decide to put yourself in God's hands, to be employed for 
him or to be laid aside for him, as the wonderful prayer in the 
Methodist Covenant Service has it. 

John Wesley had good reason to know this. His life is a record 
of what many-not only his politely contemptuous Anglican 
contemporaries-have seen as muddle and silliness, false starts, 
disastrous misjudgements, wrong turnings. The desperately 
scrupulous young don, growing his own hair lest a wig should be 
an extravagance, encouraging his intense and admiring coterie in 

8 

HOLY WOMEN OF THE SYRIAN ORIENTby Sebastian Brock 
and Susan Ashbrook Harvey. Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1987, £16.50hb. 
HARLOTS OF THE DESERT: A Study of Repentance in Early 
Monastic Sources. By Benedicta Ward SLG. Mowbray 1987, 
£17.95hb, £8.95pb. 

These are two very different kinds of books, united by a concern 
with female sanctity in the early church, but distinguished from 
one another in scope and approach. Holy Women of the Syrian 
Orient surveys the range of Christian holiness, including stories 
of martyrdom, ascetical perseverance, radical repentance. The 
texts are translated from Syriac, and while most of them are 
little-known to Western readers, some are Syriac versions of 
legends which circulated widely in Greek and Latin. The ex­
cellent Introduction helps the newcomer to Syriac Christianity 
understand terminology and themes unique to the Syriac­
speaking churches. Particularly helpful is the brief but illum­
inating discussion of Syrian asceticism as literalizing Christian 
symbolism. Each text has its own introduction, providing 
historical and textual orientation. The bibliographies and foot­
notes are comprehensive but not overwhelming, allowing one 
interested in the lives as spiritual reading to approach them 
directly. The editors are concerned with the problem of re­
covering the voice and role of early Christian women, and devote 
a section of the Introduction to the place of women in the first 
few centuries of Christianity, and the difficulties inherent in the 
hagiography of female saints. The tone of the commentary is 
balanced and critical; the 'academic' guise of the book in no 
way obscures the power of the texts. The story of Mary, the 
niece of Abraham, familiar from other versions (including one 
in Harlots of the Desert), is distinguished in Syriac by added 
dramatic highlights and dialogue; the little known accounts of 
Syrian martyrs are stark, often quite gruesome, and deeply 
moving. 

Harlots of the Desert takes a different line. The book is a col­
lection of texts, including two also found in Holy Women of the 
Syrian Orient, but here the texts are translated from the Latin 
versions which nourished especially medieval piety in the West. 
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There is historical and textual information provided, but the 
intention of the substantial commentary in this book is primarily 
to provide a theological reading of each text. Sister Benedicta 
aims throughout to show that these stories about women who 
repent from notorious sexual sin are not primarily about the 
place of women in society, or illustrative of the church's com­
plicity in the oppression of women, but are first and foremost 
stories about the amazing depths of God's forgiveness for those 
who show that their most passionate love is for Christ. As a 
result, the commentary is as lengthy as the texts themselves; 
this is definitely a book intended in the first place for spiritual 
reading. The stories are fascinating for the way in which they 
paint in the most graphic terms possible what is really every 
Christian's struggle towards singleness of intention, for we are 
all 'harlots' of the soul. They show that the Old Testament's 
most arresting metaphor, the comparison of the unfaithful 
person to a prostitute, became a Christian paradigm in the lives 
of these women. The book begins with the legends about Mary 
Magdalene, which provide the indispensable basis for under­
standing the joining of Old Testament images to the later 
experience of the love of Christ. Then follow the most famous 
examples of women who repented of a life of sin and became 
models of utter devotion to Christ. Mary of Egypt, Pelagia, 
Thais, and Maria the niece of Abraham. The depth of the sin, 
the radical degree of repentance, and the height of spiritual 
achievement illustrated in these texts makes them gripping (and 
challenging) reading. 

COLUMBA STEWART OSB 
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Servanthood is messy. We are called to a messy and potentially 
contaminating form of ministry, called to be an incamational 
people. So much ministry, so much theology, so many priests, 
are afraid to get their hands dirty, seeking the pseudo-purity 
and comfort of the study or the sanctuary instead of the un­
tidiness and dirt of the world. In a church committed to the 
Incarnation, gnosticism keeps cropping up. But ministry is a 
dirty business, a risky business. It is not a pursuit for the fragile, 
for the precious, for those who will not take risks with their 
salvation. 

It is a silent ministry. The ministry of the servant is not an 
excuse for evangelism. Feet need to be washed because feet 
need to be washed. It is not an indirect way of preaching or of 
filling pews. It reduces our excessively talkative ministries to the 
level of the divine silence. It is, in the truest sense, a contem­
plative ministry. And that contemplative ministry needs the 
larger towel to absorb the love which is both received and given 
in the process of washing the feet of Christ's poor. To wash feet 
is an act of contemplative prayer. 

It is a cleansing ministry. The purpose of washing is to be 
clean, to effect a change. The servant ministry of Christ is a 
cleansing ministry, a transforming ministry. That transformation 
may be gradual, painful, feet and hearts may bleed. There will 
be much dust on the way to glory. We will need the larger towel. 

Finally, it is a ministry of tribulation, passion and tears. In 
John, the feet washing occurs between two sayings in which 
Jesus is said to be 'troubled' in spirit (John 12.27 and 13.21). 
'Now is my soul troubled'. 'He was troubled in spirit.' It stands 
between passover and passion, between life and death. It is a 
supremely paschal ministry, a ministry marked by suffering and 
sacrifice. We find that feet are wounded. Through humble 
service, we are led to the heart of sacrifice. 

Kenneth Leech is a Priest Associate SLG and Director of the 
Runnymede Trust. 
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The liturgy of Maundy Thursday, a day marked by the re­
newal of priestly commitment, gives equal attention through 
the feet washing to the role of the deacon. According to the 
1928 Prayer Book, the preacher at the ordination of deacons is 
to stress 'how necessary that order is in the Church of Christ'. 
So necessary, comments Reginald Fuller in his Preface to James 
Barnett's study of the diaconate, that in many dioceses there 
are no deacons made between Christmas and Trinity. Diakonia, 
service, servanthood, is not and cannot be the sole defining 
characteristic of the Christian community. The servant church 
must never replace the prophetic church, the proclaiming 
church, the contemplative and adoring church. The church is 
more than servant, but it must never become less so. And the 
great paschal symbol of servanthood is that larger towel, that 
dirty towel. What kind of ministry is this to which we are called, 
and which is symbolized by the larger towel of the Maundy 
liturgy? 

It is a ministry of lowliness. St Gregory of Nyssa saw the 
lowliness of Christ the Servant as the greatest evidence of the 
divine power. 

That the omnipotence of the divine nature should have had strength to 
descend to the lowliness of humanity flourishes a more manifest proof 
of power than even the greatness and supernatural quality of the 
miracles. 

As a servant church, the disciples of the servant Christ, we are 
called to a ministry marked by lowliness and humility, not by a 
triumphalist arrogance, lording it over the community; not by 
patronizing condescension, so often a religious cover for real 
contempt for people: but by genuine penitential and realistic 
lowliness of heart. 

It is also a human ministry. Nothing is more ordinary, more 
natural, more basic, than washing feet. There is nothing religious 
about it. It is a human activity. The servant church is called to 
minister to human beings because they are human, and because 
that humanity is good and worthy of service. Our ministry is 
not super-spiritual, in which we stand aloof from human needs, 
preferring the world of the sanctuary to that of the kitchen and 
the street. We are called to be fully human. 

It is a dirty ministry. Feet washing is a messy business. 
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PASTORAL THEOLOGY-AN INQUIRY by David Deeks. 
Epworth Press, 1987. £9.50. 

There is something deep down inside us that wants to make sense 
of life. We want to understand what is going on around and 
within us. How do we tackle these questions of meaning? What 
are the resources to which we tum to help us make sense of our­
selves and life? This book, by a Methodist Minister, addresses 
these questions. In a stimulating and challenging way it aims to 
develop 'the meaning of "love" in our understanding of God 
and in our practice of prayer and pastoral care' (p. 4). 

A theme that runs through this book is that pastoral care is 
a shared activity. Care and Prayer belong to the whole People of 
God and not just the clergy! If we believe this to be true, then 
we must take practical steps to ensure that this becomes part of 
the outworking of our discipleship. We need seriously to examine 
what we expect from the clergy. Do we look for a strong, in­
vulnerable upholder of moral truth, or a fellow traveller able to 
connect and share in life's mess and pain? Many clergy coming 
out of theological college will have been trained and encouraged 
to share their selfhood as part of the exercise of ministry. I 
wonder what reactions this honesty with others brings? The job 
can be isolating and congregations need to be ready to allow 
their clergy to share the joys and fears of ministry. Clergy need 
to explore models of care that will best facilitate nurture and 
growth. How do we bring out the best in people and enable the 
world to see that with God the future is always open to c;hange? 
Deeks reminds us: 

no pastor can exercise such a ministry unless he or she has discovered 
inside his or her own heart an experience of confusion, pain, hurt, and 
aggression. (p. 258) 
We live in a world where the quality of life for many will 

depend upon the accident of geography or class. We need in­
creasingly to look at how best the resources of the institution 
can be put to work to enable maximum political movement and 
change. Why is it that the 'Church becomes the bastion of 
conservatism' (p. 223)? Is this true of your Church? What has 
happened to prophecy and the unsettling demands of the 
Gospel? Perhaps movement will come when the Church takes 
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the risk of relocating its priorities. Deeks argues for a model of 
pastoral education that pays close attention to the actual 
practice of care. 'There must be a constant interplay or 
oscillation, between experience and reflection, between action 
and learning' (p. 242). This would have profound implications 
for the training of clergy and could demand that we relocate 
theology, pastoral care and spirituality primarily in the human 
concerns, struggles, actions and crises of everyday life: 

The process of experience and reflection has to start all over again from 
scratch ... care involves taking risks, that is, involvement in human 
discoveries and needs which may shatter all previous ways of feeling, 
relating, acting and believing. (p. 248) 
The book itself is divided into four sections. Section I, 'In 

Search for Meaning', explores the resources available to enable 
us to make sense of life. Meaning comes through the sharing of 
the stories that make up our life, though it is 'elusive ... [and] 
needs to be rekindled with a new openness to the world' (p. 21 ). 
The section goes on to explore the basic resources of actions 
and feelings. Is there any meaning behind our actions and 
activity? How do culture and custom affect our lives? What are 
we to do with the reality of alienation in the world? How do we 
generate and nurture imagination, feeling and art in life as re­
sources we can draw upon? Here Deeks asks us to develop 
artistic creativity and style as part of our humanness through 
painting, music, writing and designing. What are the impli­
cations of this for politics, education, and our Church life? 
Deeks challenges us to engage further in a search for a truly 
contemporary understanding of history that will help us to 
broaden the horizons of our search. 

Section II explores the aims and objectives of pastoral care. 
How do we develop a dialogue between the raw material of our 
lives and the Christian tradition? Surely our encounter with the 
Bible is part of the answer and we are given in Chapter Five an 
imaginative way of reading St Mark's Gospel. Scripture must be 
a vital part of our journey: 

Here is a vast seam to be mined, a companion with which constantly to 
converse as we attempt to live well. (p. 79) 

Pastoral care, Deeks argues, should aim to encourage people to 
make sense of their experience; to disclose Christian meaning in 
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NEEDING A LARGER TOWEL 

A sermon preached on Maundy Thursday 1986 
at Nashotah House, Wisconsin. 

KENNETH LEECH 

A quaint handbook on church needlework, published sometime 
in the 1950s, contained the instruction: 'The length of the 
lavabo towel should be 12 inches for Roman Catholics, and 18 
inches for Anglicans.' It inspired the late S.J. Forrest to write 
his poem beginning: 

0 filthy, dirty Anglican, 
Needing the larger towel. 

I want to suggest that, as we become more open to the Gospel 
mandatum and to the needs of the world, we will increasingly 
find ourselves in need of the larger towel. 

It is well known that John's account of the feetwashing 
incident replaces the accounts of the institution of the Eucharist 
which appear in the other three gospels. It is a depressing 
thought that if the Christian liturgy had revolved around feet 
washing rather than bread breaking, today we might be involved 
in debates about whether feet should be totally immersed, or 
whether sprinkling would do; whether the right or left foot 
should be washed first; about who was authorized to wash feet; 
about whether women's feet could be washed at all; and about 
whether women could wash feet. (When I wrote those words, 
I had not realized that in the Roman Catholic diocese of Pitts­
burgh, the issue of washing women's feet had indeed assumed 
the dimensions of a major dispute!) And just as we have invar­
iably missed the point of the eucharistic sharing as a sacrament 
of a sharing world, so we might have missed the point of the feet 
washing as a sacrament of the church's servanthood in all of its 
life. 

The feet washing stands as a permanent symbol of Christ's 
ministry, diakonia. Christ whose form is divine assumes the con­
dition of a slave, humbles himself. Christ the Son of Man comes 
not to be served but to serve. He is among us as one who serves, 
as a diakonos. 
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the other Houses can be present. We shall arrange and announce 
an 'Open Day' later in the year when the new Mother can meet 
friends and associates who would like to come then. 

Easter time reminds us all, whether or not we live in a part 
of the world where it coincides with Spring, of the eternal 
cycle of birth, death and life again. It is a spiral, not a circle, 
for we are always moving on in time, and what has been cannot 
be repeated exactly. Writing of St Gregory of Nyssa's doctrine 
of perpetual progress (epectasis), Professor Danielou says (in 
the Introduction of From Glory to Glory): 

the laws of the soul's growth are parallel with those of man's collective 
history. And yet this is by no means to depreciate the value of each 
particular stage-all are good, all are stages of perfection. But the 
mistake would be to try to hold on to any one of them, to put a 
stop to the movement of the soul. For sin is ultimately a refusal to 
grow. (pp. 59-60) 

We wish you every blessing for Passiontide, Easter and 
onwards. 

MOTHER SLG 
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life; to stimulate people to engage in conversation with the 
Christian tradition and to encourage holiness. How far do these 
aims reflect the life and purpose of your local worshipping 
community? 

Section III goes on to provide structures for the tasks outlined 
above. It explores various aspects of our personality by drawing 
on the human sciences. Chapter Eight attempts to provide a 
Christian response to the many anxieties and sin which con­
stantly threaten us. Issues explored include bereavement and 
grief; human growth and development; friendship and marriage. 
The section ends with a look at the politics of belonging and 
relationships. We are reminded of the social and corporate dim­
ensions that affect our lives. Deeks opens up a useful discussion 
on the nature of leadership, management and authority within 
groups and the ways in which various groups operate. 

Section IV concentrates on the Pastor and her or his education 
and identity. The book ends with a powerful reflection on the 
pastor as a 'eucharistic companion'. 

I wonder what impact such energetic theological writing 
as we have in this book can have on the Church life today? 
I suspect, unfortunately, the impact is very limited indeed. 
Why is it that we seem unable or unwilling to respond to the 
demands of love by attempting to integrate new insights and 
understandings into our life? 'Resistance to change is some­
thing which must be confronted imaginatively in every educa­
tional process' (p. 249) But words alone do nothing to bring 
about a revolution of love. Deeks confronts us with many 
important questions, but the scope of the book is enlarged 
when we are reminded in the final pages of the central place 
that silence and solitude must play in our life. Only as we inter­
rogate silence are we given the grace to touch souls. 

So we travel inwards, forwards, outwards. We plumb unfathomable 
depths, embrace the future in hope, even its suffering and death; and 
transfigure every bond, system and structure with the values of the 
kingdom. (p. 265) 

JAMES WOODWARD 

Jim Woodward is the Bishop of Oxford's Chaplain. 
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A YEAR LOST AND FOUND by Michael Mayne. Darton, 
Longman and Todd, 1987. £2.95. 

This is a short book, a quick read requiring intuitive feel rather 
than a heavy theological book asking for intellectual application, 
but it is a book which takes the reader on a journey of a year 
lost and found, and as with the best sort of travel experiences 
it gives plenty to reflect on afterwards. 

The first half of the book is a matter of fact account of 
Michael Mayne's mystery virus illness which left him so limp 
that he could not even read the Lesson in church, and even on a 
good day he could only walk slowly around his lawn once. He 
was then Vicar of the University Church in Cambridge and the 
illness struck in the year that he was offered the appointment as 
Dean of Westminster. The book reveals the author as a man of 
courage with a determination to find a cure through orthodox 
medicine. His account of the frustrations, the ups and down of 
the search, with no turning to other forms of spiritual healing, 
but with the steady support of Alison, his wife, will help many 
as they perceive a priest who holds on to his faith with utter 
determination yet is tortured by the questions of an unhappy 
sufferer, 'why? what? how?'. 

In the second half of the book Michael Mayne shares with us 
his perception that amid frustration, depression and listlessness 
he had been making a journey of another sort. No amount of 
preaching or reading had shown him so clearly that what he 
really desired was a deeper understanding of the mystery of 
God and that the year had not been lost at all. The theme of the 
book is expressed in the words of Gerald Manley Hopkins: 'I 
greet him the days I meet him, and bless when I understand.' 
quoted at the beginning and the end. 

The book gives no quick or easy answers of a cure for a 
mystery virus, or even to the problems of suffering, But as Gerald 
Priestland says in the Foreword, 'No experience is ever wasted'. 
At the end of the year's journey the author rests in his fresh 
understanding, his physical burden of illness eases, and he is 
able with trust to take up his post at Westminster. 

JENNffER BARBOUR 
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does not alter his love for us which is total, whoever, wherever 
or whatever we are. He is our good friend and companion as 
well as being the mysterium tremendum beyond all that we can 
imagine. 

Alix Nicolson, who was over ninety and one of our most 
senior Oblate Sisters, died on January 12th. She had come from 
Scotland to visit Fairacres last year, and had every intention of 
doing so again. Her cheerful interest and enthusiasm always 
delighted us; but while sad that we shall not see her again, we 
are glad that she never had to live away from her beloved 
Magdala Mews. Not long before Alix died, Brenda Ferguson, 
a Companion SLG and for many years Secretary of the Fellow­
ship, was knocked down and killed crossing Oxford High 
Street. Sister Esther Mary, as Companion Guardian, and I were 
at her funeral in Cassington Church which was packed with 
people and beautifully decorated for the occasion. A number of 
her friends have asked us about some form of memorial, and we 
have agreed that a donation to Men of the Trees, Crawley, West 
Sussex RHI O 4ZB, would be the most fitting way in which to 
pay tribute to her. She loved the landscape, and was much 
distressed by the ravages wrought by the hurricane last October. 

Oblate Sister Jean Irene will make her Life Oblation on 
April 17th; Pam made Annual Promises on December 6th; and 
Fiona (February 5th) and Natalie (February 22nd) have been 
admitted as Postulant Oblates. Stephanie (January 2nd) and 
Jane (January 28th) have joined the Novitiate, and we look 
forward to Stephanie's Clothing on May 11 th, the Vigil of 
Ascension Day. 

We are very glad to have Fr Cyril Woolley SSJE established as 
Chaplain at Bede House, and also to have Sister Anne back 
again after her two-month visit to New Zealand where, as well 
as seeing her own personal family, she was able to meet some of 
our SLG friends and Companions. Sister Eileen Mary is tem­
porarily at Fairacres having been ill since Christmas, but very 
well cared for by hospitals in Letterkenny and in Belfast. 

Please pray for the Community on May 24th when we shall 
have the Election of a new Mother. She will be installed on 
May 2 7th and that will be a 'Community only' occasion in order 
that the maximum number of Oblate Sisters and Sisters from 
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lives or on a wider scale, bring out the often unsuspected best in 
people. No one can be wholly evil because God has created all 
of us and thereby put into us something of himself: and as we 
come to this year's participation in Passiontide and Easter we 
are reminded again that by submitting in love to the worst that 
humans can do to each other, God has in Jesus absorbed and 
transfigured that for all time, before and after the historical 
date of the Crucifixion. 

Moreover, the conviction that God knows, loves and holds all 
things does not save us from the pain and problem of meeting 
life as it is. We have patiently to persevere in living it, pointed­
we hope-towards him when there seems to be little or no 
evidence of his existence, let alone of his love. The only con­
solation is to be found in the companionship of Jesus who has 
himself gone that way and doubted, yet affirmed, his Father in 
his cry of dereliction from the Cross. It seems to me that that 
was the point at which, as man, God did for us and with us what 
we cannot do alone. The temptations of Jesus recorded in the 
Gospels, concerned with natural appetite and power over men's 
hearts and lives-even power to do good-could conceivably 
have been vanquished by strength of will and dedication to 
aesthetic and spiritual values not necessarily religious; but to 
accept in love the apparent absence of love was finally to over­
come the temptation to despair with which we are all too 
familiar today. 

It is always hard to accept inability to control ourselves and 
our circumstances; and hardest of all, perhaps, when we have to 
recognize our powerlessness to help other people. When we have 
done all that is humanly possible we know that they must 
remain alone in a place where only God can reach them. The 
Biblical tradition of the women who stayed near the Cross is full 
of significance: they did not go away from the pain of their 
own suffering but accepted that, and the very fact of their 
presence, however helpless they were, was a statement of love. 
Often we can apply this to our own experience when our 
seeming uselessness can constitute part of our intercession. If 
we centre our attention on God and have faith in him beyond 
us as well as beside us, always and in everything, that restores 
our sense of proportion. Prayer makes us more aware of God; it 
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BOOKS RECEIVED 

From Darton, Longman and Todd 

Journey to the Centre, Explorations in the Realm of the Spirit, Christopher 
Bryant, £2.95. 

Dominic the Preacher, Barbara Cahill OP, £3 .95. 
The Broken Body: Journey to Wholeness, Jean Vanier, £3.95. 
Tree of Glory, Gonville ffrench-Beytagh with Vera Hodges, £3.50. 
Participation in God, A Forgotten Strand in Anglican Tradition, 

A.M.Allchin, £3.50. 
The Little Gidding Way, Christian Community for Ordinary People, 

Robert Van de Weyer, £3.50. 

From Fount 

Looking Before and After, The Archbishop of Canterbury's Lent Book, 
Helen Oppenheimer, £2.95. 

Words of Life From John the Beloved, Frances Hogan, £2.95. 
Meister Eckhart, The Man From Whom God Hid Nothing, Edited by 

Ursula Fleming, £2.95. 
A Good Harvest, Rita Snowden, £2.50. 
Through Seasons of the Heart, Readings for Every Day of Your Year, 

John Powell SJ, £4.95. 

From Marshall Pickering 

Christian Spirituality Series: Praying the Jesus Prayer; Life's Changing 
Seasons, Christian Growth and Maturity;Praying the Bible, Imagination 
in Bible Meditation; Remember Me: A Meditation on the Stations of 
the Cross, Brother Ramon SSF, £1.25 each. 

From MOW and Women in Theology 

All Desires Known, Collects and Prayers by Janet Morley, £2.50. 

From The Book Guild Ltd 

Tentative Answers to Ten Questions, An Exploration into the relation 
between God and man, Norman Dockeray C.B.E., £6.50. 
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New Fairacres Publication-Available April/May 

GROWING OLD WITH GOD by T.N. Rudd. SLG Press 1988 (Fairacres 
Publication 104). Price 75 pence. 

'Old age is no time for getting stuck', says Dr Tom Rudd, former Consultant 
Physician, Department of Geriatric Medicine, Southampton University 
Hospitals, who believes that people with a deep religious faith are best able 
to realize the promise of these years. He challenges the 'bingo image' of 
old age, and shows how the post-retirement years can be a time of genuine 
growth and fulfilment. This heartening and perceptive study outlines the 
problems and sorrows of these years, and describes opportunities for dis­
covering and developing our religious needs and the work of prayer. 

SLG AND ASSOCIATES 

NEW MEMBERS 

FLG 

Mrs Brenda Richards, 73 Sandbourne Ave., Merton Park, London, 
SW19 3EH 

Mrs Gillian Sunderland, Higher Walnut Cottage, Culmstock, Cullompton, 
Devon, EXl 5 3JU 

Frank Barrie Briggs, 5 Glover Road, Totley Rise, Sheffield, Sl 7 4HN 

COMPANION 

Mrs Beryl Duro, 33 Belmont Close, Uxbridge, Middlesex, UBS IRE 

PRIEST ASSOCIATE 

Revd Roger James, The Rectory, 15 St Martins Road, Knebworth, Herts 
SG36ER 

OBLATES 

Mrs Fiona Sewell, 45 Grange Road, Bermondsey, London, SEl 3BH 
Mrs Natalie Sharpe, 19 The Park, Ealing, London, W5 5NL 

R.I.P. 

Miss Brenda Ferguson, 4 Manor Close, Cassington, Oxford, 
OXS lER (Companion) 

Miss Alix Nicholson, 1 Magdala Mews, Edinburgh, EHl 2 5BX (Oblate) 
Miss Margaret Wheals, c/o Table Mountain Trust Co., BP Centre 

13th Floor Thibault Square, Cape Town 8001, R.S.A. (FLG) 
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COMMUNITY NOTES 

massacre, torture, deportation, the persecution of minorities, the 
exploitation of race-hatreds have been the customary fabric of history. 
Men are murderous and murdering primates ... 

wrote Professor George Steiner in an article which appeared in 
Encounter last year. The truth of this is only too evident in the 
overt expressions of horror and violence which have charac­
terized the twentieth century up to this present time, and also­
beneath an apparently civilized veneer-in the political conduct 
of Church and State. 

When rightly propounding or defending passionately-held 
principles we need always to be aware of the danger that we 
might be, and often are, destroying persons in the process. It is 
so easy to forget the individual reality behind the idea of a 
'group' or 'class' of people. When we actually encounter any­
one, we meet so much more than we had imagined or assumed; 
and we have to remember that we cannot grasp, let alone 
articulate, the whole of a given situation. Often contradictory 
factors do co-exist and the whole refuses to be neatly tabulated 
and expressed, because nothing we talk or think about is 
completely external to ourselves and we cannot even distance 
ourselves sufficiently to be definitive. In The Way of Paradox: 
Spiritual life as taught by Meister Eckhart, Cyprian Smith 
writes: 

we cannot hope to understand or change society unless we also learn to 
understand and change ourselves. We have to know, recognize and 
accept what is going on in the deepest levels of our mind, for this affects 
our outward behaviour. There is nothing in politics or society which has 
not originated in the human mind. Whatever the human heart, in its 
secret depths, conceives and imagines, for good or ill, will manifest 
itself outwardly in time. (p. 3) 

Of course the depressing comment on human beings with 
which I began is not the whole story. We are capable of supreme 
goodness and loveliness as well as the reverse. What is 'bad' is 
remarked and made much of because we still assume that 'good' 
is the norm. Mercy, tolerance, generosity and forbearance are 
everywhere present and practised, but seldom publicized: and 
we all know that disasters, whether limited to our own personal 
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