
































is the only sign of his presence left.

And where the streams were salt and full

The tough pig-headed salmon strove,
Ramming the ebb, in the tide’s pull,
To reach the steady hills abeve.

The second day I steod and saw
The osprey plunge with triggered claw,
Feathering bloed along the shere,
To lay the living sinew bare.

“Only the sufferingGod willhelp.”. . . and withour the shedding
of bloed there is no redemption--for in the Blood is the LIFE.

She was all of a piece. She would like us to look ahead as we
remember her. That inclusion of the young, the ordinand,
with the Religious in the scheme ef things, says much. How
impressive her concern for, her sympathy with, the young:

Doors are open. Christ is the ‘door’. Let us not slam the door he is
opening to us and to them by making the wrong approaches. These men
and women of the younger generation will listen to those who have

something to say from their own valid experience, . ..

(The Apostolate of Prayer, Fairacres Publication 23, p. 16)

and of this looking ahead:

We must try to understand
the meaning o f the age

in which we are called

to bear witness.

We must accept the fact that
thisis an age in which the
cloth is being unwoven.

It is therefore no good trying
to patch. We must, rather,
set up the loom on which
coming generations may
weave new cloth according
to the pattern God provides.
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She was a woman on the frontier. That is why I suppose
she was at home at once with the poet on the frontier who
might not wholly refuse the relevance to his own poetry of
the phrase used of another’s, ‘a heretic’s dream of salvation
expressed in the images of the orthodoxy from which he is
excommunicate’,?> and with the Professor of Theology of
great stature but of too liberal a hue for some, dear Geoffrey
Lampe—who, in his last illness, said that he had come to
know the tangible reality of her night prayers for him. She
had held him: as she and SLG would hold his Elizabeth,
hoping ‘we shall be able to love her through the dark patches’.

On that strong verb 1 end—held in God’s love, she held us
to him in prayer and affection always: in the deep prayer in
which she reached out and from which she reached out,
carrying her great Community with her, to hold to God’s
healing love the world for which Christ died and rose: in the
stillness,

the tremendous stillness
of the height of Calvary
and through Calvary to the dawn
of the new day.

And we give thanks for her.

NOTES

1. Collected Poems, Geoffrey Hill, Andre Deutsch and Penguin Books,
1985.

2. Viewpoints, Poets in Conversation with John Haffenden, Faber and
Faber, 1981, p. 98.
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MOTHER MARY CLARE SLG
(1906-1988)
(Photograph by Tom Ambrose, Priest Associate SLG)
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LIVING THROUGH THE DYING
The First Reading at the Memorial Service

Any Christian whether living in the world or in the Religious
Life, active or enclosed, is being called as was St Antony of old
to go down into the most frightening places of world history. If
we are really trying to live this life in Christ, we are called to go
down into the world situation of today, which is rapidly be-
coming divorced from God. It is only in prayer that those truly
given to God can face this awful sense of disintegration, and
face it united to Christ not only in his Passion but also in the
power of his Resurrection.

We have got to live now in and through the dying, in order
that we may bear witness to the Resurrection life . . . If we live in
this glorious perspective, we do not have to wait for the fullness
of life after death. Life in God is here and now, experienced
first and foremost through experiencing death. Do not be afraid
to die, do not be afraid when you are overwhelmed by the sense
of your own weakness and sin and muck and desolation. Let
everything which is in you, and everything which is thrown up
against you by the power of evil, be held in Christ’s healing
power. Do not absorb it or be overcome by it, but let it in you
meet Christ’s power to heal; let it in you meet this almighty
power of God, so that in you the mess can be transformed,
answered.

MOTHER MARY CLARE SLG
From a Cenference given re the Community,
Sunday in the Octave of Prayer for Unity, 1968



THE UNICORN
A Christmas Mediration

HARRY GALBRAITH MILLER

Will the unicorn be willing to serve thee, or abide by thy crib?
Job 39:9

In the summer of 1982 I had been reading The Mind and Heart
of Leve by Father d’Arcy. which was originally meant to have
as its title The Lion and the Unicorn, and found myself pon-
dering the deep meaning of the legend of the unicorn, which
everyone in this clever modern world knows to be a fabulous
creature that never was in the ark with Noah, even though
Aristotle and Pliny may have believed firmly in its existence.
Then in October, with thoughts of the unicorn still fresh in my
mind. ] wasin Paris. and there discovered the wonderful fifteenth
century tapestries of the Lady with the Unicorn: La Dame & la
Licorne. 1 stood entranced before them, drinking in their glory
and beauty for over two hours. Much could be said about these
tapestries, but here 1 note only two things.

The first is this. My friends (or at least the more gullible)
were impressed by the fact that I knew about these tapestries.

And still they gaz’d and still the wonder grew,
That one small head could carry all he knew.
(Oliver Geldsmith)

But the significant fact was that I had never heard of La Dame &
la Licorne in my life. I only turned into the Musée de Cluny
because it was beginning to rain and I had no umbrella. To
encounter so unexpectedly the unicorn about which I had been
thinking all summer, seemed to me, and still seems, to be
something more than a coincidence. My thoughts were being
tforced in this direction whether 1 liked it or not.

The other point is this. Scholars have known for centuries
that whatever strange and terrible beast was meant by the
Hebrew word Re’em. it was certainly not the unicorn. Jerome in
the fourth century translated it as R7iinoceros, which is as good
a guess as any. while modern scholars seem to prefer to translate
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it as Wild Ox. The very considerable scholars who prepared the
King James version in 1611 chose, however, to go back to the
unicorn, which was the translation of the Septuagint. I found
myself wondering why. Perhaps there was a subtle compliment
to the king. When James VI added England to his crown, he
replaced one of the lions, which were supporters of the English
royal arms, by the Scottish unicorn. But there is far more to it
than that. There was almost certainly a reference to the meaning
of the unicorn in Christian symbolism. It had, we are told, a
body like a horse, a head like a goat, a tail like a lion, and on its
forehead one tremendous and sharp twisted horn. That is not
important here. What is important is that it was fierce and
untamable, and so fleet of foot that no hunter could catch it.
Yet there was a way in which it could be trapped. If it saw a pure
young virgin, it at once ran towards her and lay down at her
feet, gentle and tame. Then it could be captured easily and
killed. Therefore, the unicorn became one of the symbols for
our Saviour, who in his eternal Godhead is terrible in majesty
and glory, untamable and unconquerable, but who entered into
a pure virgin, and held by the unbreakable chains of his own
love, died for love, even as he had come to us in love.

‘Will the unicorn be willing to serve thee, or abide by thy
crib?” The message of Christmas is surely just this, that the
Creator of the world has become the Servant of the world, and
the Ruler and Lord of all things has condescended to the crib of
Bethlehem. It is the message of the unimaginable, almost un-
believable, love of God who made himself of no reputation, and
took upon him the form of a servant and humbled himself, and
all for love. It is this, I think, that captures the hearts of people
today, and has made Christmas easily the most popular festival
of the Christian year. For we are hungry today for love. There is
so little of it in the world. Emotionalism and sentimentality we
have in plenty, but the love that suffers long and is kind, the
love that has in it no envy, the love that seeketh not its own and
is not easily provoked, the love that bears all things, believes all
things, hopes all things and endures all things, the love that
never fails—that is something else and is rare enough. We live in
a world where people are exploited for gain, and that is not the
way of love. It is a world where the strong are selfish and the
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weak envious and bitter, and that is not the way of love. It is
a world in which millions are hungry, and homeless, and with-
out work, a world where people no longer feel that they belong
or are needed, and where consequently they are desparately
lonely, and that is not the way of love. It is a world in which
marriages break down irretrievably at the first strain that is put
upon them, where children are at odds with their parents, and
parents are tactless, and neither is prepared to be forbearing
and try to understand the other, and that is not the way of love.
Yet people are hungry for the warmth and glory of love, and
that is what the message of Christmas is about.

I had first thought to write the ‘security of love’ rather than
‘the glory of love’, but the word ‘security’ is not an appropriate
word to use here, for there is, in fact, nothing more terrifying
than love. It leaves you naked and without defence, and so we
wrap the whole thing up in emotionalism and make-believe, and
if we are not careful, Christmas becomes only another of man’s
games of ‘let’s pretend’. Yet the battle in the world is real
enough. The forces of aggression and the forces of love are
locked in mortal conflict. The lion and the unicorn are fighting
for the crown. It is not pretty, and the one thing that we must
surely not do is to wrap the whole thing up in conventional
Christmas decorations, and push the stemn realities of this tragic
world out of sight for a little. It will not do simply to give the
lion and the unicorn plum cake and drum them both out of
town. The traditional Christmas story is lovely beyond words,
and every year we are held by the magic of the new-born baby
lying in the crib watched by his gentle and holy mother. But if
you want to know what Christmas is really about, I will direct
you to another passage of Scripture. ‘Jesus knew that his hour
was come, and during supper, though he knew that his Father
had given all things into his hands, and that he had come forth
from God and was soon to return to God, he rose from supper,
rolled up his sleeves and took a towel and tied it round him, and
washed his disciples’ feet.” Then he explained what it was that
he had done. ‘I am your Lord and Master, and I have washed
your feet: you also ought to wash one another’s feet. For I have
given you an example, that you should do as | have done to
you.” (cf. John 13:1-17) The unicorn was willing to serve us,
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and to abide by our crib. That is to say, the example we are
called to follow is the example of him who was among us as one
that serves, and who serves not from a superior place from
which with infinite condescension he might play the gracious
benefactor. He went lower than the humblest: he was born
in a stable: he had no advantage over the poorest, the econom-
ically weakest, the politically most dispossessed. In one thing
only had he the advantage. No one could love as he loved. As
Professor Arthur Curtis wrote in The Vision and Mission of
Jesus, ‘He has out-listened, and out-imagined and out-loved all’

When the unicorn ran to the virgin he did not escape from
danger into security. Because of hislove for her he was content
to be vulnerable. So when Christ was born in Bethlehem he was
not escaping from the harsh realities of the world, but entering
them-with a love that refused to defend itself. He began by
being homeless: he was soon to be, with his parents, a polit-
ical refugee: all his life he was to be at risk—and all for love. He
still calls for followers, and those who follow will not find
Christmas a warm retreat from the menace of life. An old Scot-
tish minister is alleged to have preached a sermon on the text,
‘Follow thou me’, which he divided under four heads. ‘First,’
he said, ‘there are followers ahint; secondly, there are followers
afore; thirdly, there are followers cheekie for chow, and sidie
by sidie; and last of a’ there are followers that stand stane-still.’
It was extraordinarily astute. We ail know the followers who
stand still, though it is perhaps worth reminding ourselves that
if we have time to observe them, it is probably because we are
standing still ourselves. There is no need to digress here to
those who would follow cheek by jowl, side by side with the
Master, with their hand in his oxter, as though they were his
equals and could suffer like him or love like him. Nor need we
speak of those who follow in front, who know better than
Christ where they ought to be going, and have such confidence
in themselves that they would choose the path and expect him
to follow. John says sarcastically of them that they run ahead
and outrun the Gospel of Christ. (cf. 2 John:8—9) The Master
will not follow meekly behind even the most enthusiastic of
such followers, who know better than he what has to be done
and how it should be done. and who have little or nothing
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soul, and much else besides. But first and foremost the emer-
gence of the Shekhinah as a feminine principle coincides, as
with Mary, with an upsurge of desire for the contemplative life.
In neither case does the feminine principle represent Woman: it
represents the eros which is at the heart of the contemplation of
God. And the shift of perspective is the same:

. . . [Nluminations no longer occur, as in the time of the Merkavah
mystics, by way of an ecstatic ascent to the divine Throne. The trans-
mission of celestial mysteries concerning cosmogony and the Mer-
kavah no longer takes place, either, in the ways indicated in the Hek-
haloth literature. The difference is considerable. Instead of rapture and
ecstasy we now have meditation, absorption in oneself, and . . . inward
communion, debhequth, with the divine. (p. 247)

‘What is really new here’, a phrase Scholem uses several times in
one form or another in the chapter, “The First Kabbalists in Pro-
vence’, is this kind of contemplative prayer practised by groups
of perushim (literally: those who are separated, detached) whose
origin is ‘connected with the religious enthusiasm that gripped
France in the twelfth century, [and found] expression in the
Jewish milieu as well as in the surrounding world.” Scholem
continues:

These perushim took upon themselves the ‘yoke of the Torah’ and
completely detached their theughts from the affairs of this world. They
did not engage in commerce and sought to attain to purity. The similar-
ities between this phenomenon and Christian monasticism on the one
hand and the condition ef the perfecti or bonshommes among the
Cathars on the other, are especially striking, despite the clear diver-
gences resulting from the different attitudes of Judaism and Christianity
toward celibacy . . . (pp. 229--30)

All this suggests forces which, as Scholem himself says,
‘transcend the boundaries separating Judaism from Christianity’
(p. 238). It is possible that some astrologer could tell us that the
period up to the eleventh century was ruled by, for example,
Jupiter, and the period following by Venus, but since the planets
are themselves only servants of their Creator, like the rest of
creation, such a piece of information would indeed be useless.
But [ find the notion of a common mood, a phrase which
Scholem also uses, more illuminating of the early Kabbalists
than his pursuit of Gnostic origins.
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lived from the manger, and can only be lived from there. 1t is
credibly reported that there was once a notice on a church door
which read,‘This is the gate of heaven.” Underneath was another
notice, ‘Please keep this door shut to keep out the draughts.’

The door of Christmas is always open to the draughts of life,
for it tells of him who came among us drawn by love to expose
himself to risk, and held by love amid all life’s sorrows, to give
light to them that sit in darkness and to guide our feet into the
way of peace.

This is rthe first of a series of seven meditations to be published
in 1989 by rthe SLG Press as THE UNICORN: Meditations on
the Love of God.

A Note to Chronicle Subscribers

As Easter 1989 will be quite carly this year (March 26) we plan to post
the Spring issue after this date rarher than before Lasrer as is often
possible. Please do not think that your copy is delayed if you receive it in
April.



KABBALAH
AND THE
GENIUS OF GERSHOM SCHOLEM

SISTER EDMEE SLG

Martin Buber once remarked that ‘all of us have students, some
of us have even created schools, but only Gershom Scholem has
created a whole academic discipline.”! This ‘academic discipline’
is the study of Jewish mysticism, the Kabbalah in particular,
which Scholem’s immense philological labours rescued from the
hostility of scholars inside Judaism on the one hand and from
the obloquy which dabblers in kabbalism had brought upon it
outside Judaism on the other, inaugurating in the process a
golden age of Jewish mystical studies. In the opening pages of
one of his great works, Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism,
Scholem tells us that Jewish scholars saw the Kabbalah as
‘epitomising everything that was opposed to their own ideas and
to the outlook which they had hoped to make predominant in
modern Judaism.” Scholem goes on:

The natural and obvious result of [such] antagonism was that, since the
authorised guardians neglected this field, all manner of charlatans and
dreamers came and treated it as their own property. From the brilliant
misunderstandings and misrepresentations of Alphonse Louis Constant,
who has won fame under the pseudonym of Eliphas Lévi, to the highly
coloured humbug of Aleister Crowley and his followers, the most eccen-
tric and fantastic statements have been produced purporting to be
legitimate interpretations of kabbalism. The time has come to reclaim
this derelict area and to apply to it the strict standards of historical
research. It is this task which I have set myself 2

I

Gershom Scholem was born in Berlinin 1897 into an assimilated
German-Jewish family in which there was neither knowledge of
nor interest in Judaism. Alone of the four sons, the young
Gerhard (he changed to Gershom later) was drawn to discover
his identity as a Jew, and in a beautiful chapter of his memoir,
From Berlin ro Jerusalemn, called ‘Jewish Awakening’. he des-
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cribes how the first impetus for his Jewish consciousness was
provided by hisinterest in history which, after devouring Graetz’s
eleven-volume work, The History ef the Jews, aroused in him a
desire to learn Hebrew and so, in turn, led him to discover the
synagogues of Berlin. He began to attend several of them
regularly and was deeply impressed by the old ritual, while the
wonderful chanting of a certain chief cantor ‘went straight to
the heart’. Thus, while still a boy, he followed a path contrary
to that of his milieu, responding step by step to all the oppor-
tunities which providence unfailingly provides for those who will
use them. One of these opportunities came when a small group
of devoted teachers decided to start classes in Talmud and
cognate studies outside school hours. Scholem describes the
thrill he experienced when, on a Sunday in April 1913, he was
taught to read the first page of the Talmud in the original, and
later the same day the exegesis by Rashi, the greatest of all
Jewish commentators, of the first verses of Genesis. For four
years he studied in this class every Sunday from 7.00 a.m. to
1.00 p.m. and, at the invitation of his teacher, a saintly rabbi
called Bleichrode, he also attended a shiur [lesson] for two
hours on two evenings a week where, with a few others, he
‘learned an entire tractate of the Talmud’. (‘One did not study
the Talmud, one “learned” it’, he writes.) There was a period
when he studied Hebrew for fifteen hours a week on top of his
school work and he writes that, ‘I can no longer say whether it
was my enthusiasm that made this heavy work load easy for me
or whether it was the contents of those unforgettable hours that
inspired my enthusiasm.” He adds that he never paid as much as
a penny for all the instruction he received since ‘none of my
pious teachers would have accepted any payment for teaching a
young person to “learn”.’?

The step from the Talmud to the Kabbalah was a very large
one but he seems to have made it at an early stage. By 1919
various developments made it possible for him to shift from his
first choice of study, mathematics, to Semitics, and for his
doctoral thesis he undertook an edition and translation with
commentary of the Sefer ha-Bahir (Book of Brilliance), the
oldest and most difficult extant kabbalistic text. In 1923, a year
after receiving his doctorate, surnma cum laude, he left Germany
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for Israel where he remained until his death in 1982.
II

The character of Scholem was as remarkable as his achievement.
An enfant terrible, he saw with ineluctable clarity the mistake
grown-up Jewry was making in its attempt to be German at the
expense of being Jewish, and he never withheld his biting com-
ments from his father—a moderately successful printer who
precisely incarnated all the qualities of conformity to the status
quo, that is, to German nationalism, which the young Scholem
despised.4 More complex were to be his conflicts with the
Wissenschaft des Judentums (Science of Judaism), the name
given to the secular study of Jewish history in the wake of the
Haskalah (Jewish Enlightenment) which, in one of his works,
Scholem referred to as ‘the infamous world of secular history’.5
Insofar as the Science of Judaism provided critical apparatus
for research he was grateful to it; insofar as it showed itself
incapable of understanding the true nature of what it researched
he deplored it. ‘In those days,” he wrote many years later, ‘I
reflected a great deal about the suicide of Judaism through the
so-called Wissenschaft des Judentums.'® And in Jews and
Judaism in Crisis he wrote, ‘Reason is a great instrument of des-
truction.” (Op. cit. p. 32)

Scholem was passionately political from an early age, his chief
preoccupations being socialism and Zionism, and in 1911, when
he was fourteen, he became a Zionist and remained one to the
end of his life. Zionism meant for him a return to roots in every
sense and was integral to his desire to recover the whole tradition
of the Jewish people, which increasingly he saw involved the
recovery of the Jewish mystical tradition. And since it was clear
to him that no possibility for Judaism existed in Germany, his
hopes for the renewal of Jewry became centred on Israel, and
he spent his years from fourteen to twenty-five preparing himself
for the life he would live in that country.

Scholem’s memoir concludes when he was twenty-eight
with the story of the inauguration in 1925 of the new Hebrew
University in Jerusalem and his own appointment to a lecture-
ship in Jewish mysticism—partly on the recommendation of a
notable scholar who had read his doctoral thesis and replied
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that the man who had written the two pages therein on the
bisexuality of the palm tree in kabbalistic literature should
certainly be appointed.

Two years later he began the first of his many tours of the
libraries of Europe where he made momentous discoveries,
especially in 1927 among the manuscripts of the British
Museum and the Bodleian in Oxford concerning the false
messiah, Sabbatai Sevi, about whom he was to write one of his
great books. Scholem’s work in the years that followed included
nearly seven hundred studies and over forty books, and is well
summed up, for anyone acquainted with the remarkable world
of modern Jewish mystical studies, by his own statement: ‘All
that I found were scattered, shabby pages, and I transformed
them into history.”’

111

The occasion for this article has been provided by the publication
in English of Scholem’s magnum opus, The Origins of the
Kabbalah, edited by R.J.Zwi Werblovsky and published by
Princeton University Press (1987, £29.80.ISBN 0-691-07314-7).
Professor Werblovsky writes in his Preface that of Scholem’s
great works, The Origins of the Kabbalah is, ‘in many ways the
most impressive of all’.

It is, indeed, impressive, and even at times awe-inspiring in its
extraordinary penetration of the material. But, unlike Major
Trends, for instance, which is as readable as it is enthralling,
opening up to the non-specialist reader the whole range of Jewish
mysticism in one brilliant sweep, Origins of the Kabbalah
is a leisurely exploration of a single period—roughly from
AD 1150 to 1250-analysed in exhaustive detail by a Scholem
addressing himself to fellow-scholars in the field. Much, then, as
I should like to please the publishers (who graciously despatched
a review copy on request) by recommending every interested
reader of the Chronicle to acquire this treasure for his or her
library, I have to say that it would not provide the best way in
to the subject for anyone not already familiar with it. And yet,
my own efforts to plough through its 475 pages have, contrary
to my expectations during the first 200, been well rewarded.
But, in attempting to give some idea of the contents, I shall

23



confine myself to a single element in the book, to the element
which links the Kabbalah to the contemplative ambience in
which it arose.

But, first of all, what is the Kabbalah? The term itself means
simply ‘tradition’, and not until its special use by the disciples
of Rabbi Isaac the Blind, an early Kabbalist, did it come to
denote a mystical or esoteric tradition. This esoteric tradition is
based on a system of symbols which first appeared in Southern
France at the end of the twelfth century from whence it spread
to Spain in the early years of the thirteenth century. The book
Bahir was the first to adopt the specific approach and the
symbolic structure characteristic of kabbalistic teaching, and it
appeared in Provence no earlier than 1150 and probably nearer
the end of the century. In any case, by 1200 there were aiready
circles of Kabbalists in Provence, and they belonged, in the
words of Isaac the Blind, writing two generations jater, ‘to the
nobles of the land and the propagators of the study of the
Torah in the community’ (pp. 199--200). This witness to the
impeccably rabbinical character of the first Kabbalists is impor-
tant because, whatever can be maintained about Gnostic and
Neoplatonic influences, it convinces us that the essence of the
Kabbalah is authentically Judaic, thatis to say, that it is rooted
in lifelong study of the scriptures.

The most characteristic symbol of the Kabbalists is the cosmic
tree of the worlds, the tree on which are represented the ten
sefirot, namely, the ten powers or attributes which emanate
from the hidden God, the Ein Sof (the Infinite), and which
represent the aspects of God’s being in whose image and likeness
we are created. The first sefirah is called Crown and also Noth-
ingness because no differentiation exists in it, no ‘thingness’.
From this sefirah all the others flow, the second being Wisdom,
the active masculine principle, who impregnates the third
sefirah, Intelligence or Understanding—the female counterpart
of Wisdom. The next seven sefiroth are the result of their union:
Love and Judgement, the right and the left arms of God, free-
flowing love and strict judgement, grace and limitation, Judge-
ment being also the aspect of evil within the Divine structure.®
The next sefirauh is Beauty, also called Compassion, which is
the harmonizing principle in the centre of the tree, being in
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particular the ‘son’ of Wisdom and Understanding, and his mest
common name is ‘The Holy One, blessed be He’. The nexi two
are Endurance and Majesty which form the right and left legs of
the body and are the source of prophecy. The ninth sefirah,
Foundation, represents the phallus, the procreative power of
the universe. He is also called the Righteous One, and Proverbs
10:25 is applied to Him: ‘The righteous one is the feundation
of the world’. He is the axis mundi, the cosmic pillar, through
whom the light and power of the preceding sefirot are channeled
to the last sefirah, Kingdom, whichis the realm of the Shekhinah.
The term Shekhinah was already in use in talmudic literature
where it was ‘always simply God himself, that is, God insofar
as he is present in a particular place or at a particular event’
(p. 163). But medieval Jewish philosophers saw a danger to pure
monotheism in the concept as it developed and they all, from
Saadya to Maimonides, declared that the Shekhinah was God’s
free creation, and therefore as a creature, had no part in the
divine being or unity of God.? One of these philosophers,
Yehuda ben Barzilai, writing a generation before the emergence
of the Kabbalah, specifically defines this primordial light as the
first of all created things, and declares that ‘the sages call this
great light Shekhinah’ (pp. 166—7). What no one had ever said
of the Shekhinah, however, was that it was feminine. This was
the innovation of the Kabbalists. They thus introduced into the
divine realm a power which they variously describe as the
Heavenly Mother, Matron, Queen, the Bride and Wife of the
Godhead, Princess, the Divine Daughter, and other similar titles.
In his Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism Scholem writes:
The introduction of this idea was one of the most important and lasting
innovations of kabbalism. The fact that it obtained recognition in spite
of the obvious difficulty of reconciling it with the conception of the
absolute unity of God, and that no other element of kabbalism won

such a degree of popular approval, is proof that it responded to a deep-
seated religious need. (Op. cit. p. 229)

This ‘deep-seated religious need’ had also been felt in Latin
Christianity for this was the age of the cult of the Virgin Mary —
a parallel phenomenon which Scholem does not note. He may
have had his reasons, for with his wide reading of Christian
literature he cannot have been unaware of the numerous and
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obvious resemblances between the symbolism of the Virgin
Mary and the Shekhinah. But if he had seen that perhaps the
same forces were at work in both cases—without, moreover,
there being any question of cross-influences—he would not, I

think, have spent so much time importing Gnosticism into the
Kabbalah.

v

These forces were of a kind, it seems to me, which spanned two
millennia and gave the first millennium AD one character, and
the second millennium (at least in the West, which is where
the Kabbalah came to birth) a quite other character. The first
millennium was centred on God, which gave it a markedly
masculine character. Jewish mysticism in this earlier period—the
mysticism of the Chariot (Merkavah) and the writings of the
Hekhaloth—manifests this masculine character. It was an active
mysticism in which correct calculationsand the utmost precision
in carrying out those calculations were of the essence. There
was niuch about journeyings and ascent (the most profound
metaphor toemerge from this period, ‘descenders of the Chariot’,
notwithstanding). And for the mystics, travelling through the
seven heavens to an utterly transcendent God, there were
appalling perils and punishments for getting it wrong in any
detail. If there is an atmosphere of sublimity at the divine level
there is an atmosphere of scarcely relieved severity at the human
level in it all. Scholem concludes the chapter on Merkavah
mysticism in Major Trends with a passage which conveys both
the sublimity and the severity:

[The subject of Merkavah mysticism] is never man, be he even a saint.
The form of mysticism which it represents takes no particular interest
in man as such; its gaze is fixed on God and his aura, the radiant sphere
of the Merkavah, to the exclusion of everything else. For the same reason
it made no contribution to the development of a new moral ideal of the
truly pious Jew. All its originality is on the ecstatical side, while the
moral aspect is starved, so to speak, of life . . . The ideal to which the
Hekhaloth mystic is devoted is that of the visionary who holds the keys
to the secrets of the divine realm and who reveals these visions to
Israel . .. (Op.cit. p. 79)

If we compare this with a passage on the centuries before 1050
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in R.W. Southern’s essay ‘Medieval Humanism’, we find a similar
atmosphere in Christendom:

In the main tradition of the early Middle Ages nearly all the order and
dignity in the world was closely associated with supernatural power.
There was order in symbolism and ritual, and order in worship and sac-
rament, and both of them were elaborate and impressive. Man’s links
with the supernatural gave his life a framework of order and dignity;
but in the natural order the chaos was almost complete . . . Man chiefly
knew himself as a vehicle for divine activity . .. [He] was an abject
being, except when he was clad in symbolic garments, performing
symbolic and sacramental acts . . .

Southern goes on to say that there was a sharp change of
emphasis after about 1050 and that the first signs of the change
were to be seen in the monasteries where it ‘took the form of a
greater concentration on man and on human experience as a
means of knowing God.” It was in this changed climate that the
cult of the Virgin Mary began to flourish.

Mary had, indeed, been important in Christian theology from
the beginning, but the controversy in the fifth century, for
instance, over her title of Theotokos, Mother of God, was con-
cerned with safeguarding the divinity of her Son and was not
centred on any symbolism of her own. But now, in the mon-
asteries, exquisite antiphons and hymns were being created in
her honour, as also the new Office of Our Lady on Saturday,
while in art and architecture she becomes, from about 1130,
central. At the popular level, the cult of the Virgin expressed
itself in stories of the miraculous, but at another level, the
primary level, Mary emerged by the twelfth century as the
symbol par excellence of the contemplative life. She thus, in the
first centuries of the second millennium, represented humanity
in its response to God, a God who now appeared as much
immanent as transcendent. The shift of perspective was a radical
one, and if it led in due course to a concentration of humanity
on itself, that development belongs to later history.

Likewise, in popular devotion and in the celebration of the
liturgy, the Shekhinah becomes the mystical Ecclesia of Israel,
the bride of the Song of Songs, the “Virgin Israel’ who, at the
pilgrim festival of Pentecost (Shavuer), is married to the ‘Bride-
groom God’,}! the merciful mother of Israel. the symbol of the
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soul, and much else besides. But first and foremost the emer-
gence of the Shekhinah as a feminine principle coincides, as
with Mary, with an upsurge of desire for the contemplative life.
In neither case does the feminine principle represent Woman: it
represents the eros which is at the heart of the contemplation of
God. And the shift of perspective is the same:

. . . [Nluminations no longer occur, as in the time of the Merkavah
mystics, by way of an ecstatic ascent to the divine Throne. The trans-
mission of celestial mysteries concerning cosmogony and the Mer-
kavah no longer takes place, either, in the ways indicated in the Hek-
haloth literature. The difference is considerable. Instead of rapture and
ecstasy we now have meditation, absorption in oneself, and . . . inward
communion, debhequth, with the divine. (p. 247)

‘What is really new here’, a phrase Scholem uses several times in
one form or another in the chapter, “The First Kabbalists in Pro-
vence’, is this kind of contemplative prayer practised by groups
of perushim (literally: those who are separated, detached) whose
origin is ‘connected with the religious enthusiasm that gripped
France in the twelfth century, [and found] expression in the
Jewish milieu as well as in the surrounding world.” Scholem
continues:

These perushim took upon themselves the ‘yoke of the Torah’ and
completely detached their theughts from the affairs of this world. They
did not engage in commerce and sought to attain to purity. The similar-
ities between this phenomenon and Christian monasticism on the one
hand and the condition ef the perfecti or bonshommes among the
Cathars on the other, are especially striking, despite the clear diver-
gences resulting from the different attitudes of Judaism and Christianity
toward celibacy . .. (pp. 229--30)

All this suggests forces which, as Scholem himself says,
‘transcend the boundaries separating Judaism from Christianity’
(p. 238). It is possible that some astrologer could tell us that the
period up to the eleventh century was ruled by, for example,
Jupiter, and the period following by Venus, but since the planets
are themselves only servants of their Creator, like the rest of
creation, such a piece of information would indeed be useless.
But [ find the notion of a common mood, a phrase which
Scholem also uses, more illuminating of the early Kabbalists
than his pursuit of Gnostic origins.
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Gnostic symbolism may well have abounded. The great
cathedrals, dedicated to the Virgin Mary, which were rising in
these years—Chartres, Paris, Amiens, Laon, Rouen, Rheims—
would almost certainly yield many a gnostic symbol. Neither
can it be doubted that, as with the cathedral builders, there was
gnosis among the Kabbalists. Moreover, Scholem’s own cavalier
use of the term Gnosticism, which he regards as a convenient
one covering all manifestations of knowledge of an esoteric and
at the same time soteric (redeeming) character,12 canbe justified
in relation to Jewish mysticism. But, in so applying the term, it
needs to be disassociated fromthatelement in Gnosticism which
relates not so much to content as to dispesirion, the disposition
which stands apart from the main tradition and, above all,
knows better than the main tradition. This aspect of Gnosticism
is not evident among these early Kabbalists, and although they
did notarise without protest, they not only belonged to the main
tradition but they claimed to be the tradition—most significantly
in the quarrel with the adherents of Maimonides (the great
Jewish Aristotelian philosopher who was influential on Aquinas).
If the Kabbalists thought they knew better in this quarrel it was
not as Gnostics but as contemplatives, in the same way that the
monks believed that their pondering meditation on the word of
God vyielded profounder truths than did the discursive intel-
lectualism of the scholastics.

But if the origins of this ‘common mood’ lie mysteriously in
the Godhead, the influence which resonated so profoundly with-
in this mood was clearly discernible—that of Neoplatonism. It is
to Neoplatonism, then, that we should look, rather than to
Gnosticism, as the fecundating force of the Kabbalah. Scholem,
indeed, supplies all the evidence for this view and, in addition,
he speculates fascinatingly about the possible influence of John
Scotus Erigena (the translator of Denys the Areopagite and
author of De divisiene naturae whose works were finally con-
demned by the Church in 1225) on the Kabbalistic centre at
Gerona in Spain.

A%

Here, in the Gerona circle, we meet the greatest of the early
Kabbalists, Nahmanides, who entered Christian history through
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the Disputation of 1263 when his strength of character and
courage so impressed the King of Aragon. Nahmanides ‘embodied
what was best and highest in the Judaism of his time’ (p. 389),
and in him the intimate connection between halakhah (the rab-
binical application of the commandments) and Jewish mysticism
is perfectly exemplified. His doctrine of ‘hidden miracles’, as
explained by Scholem, is a striking example of his mystical
theology (a parallel to which can be found in Augustine, Homily
24 on John):

This doctrine, repeatedly expounded by Nahmanides as the foundation
of the whole Torah, sees the natural law in certain respects as mere
appearance behind which is concealed, in reality, a continuum of secret
miracles. Hidden miracles are those that give the impression of being
nothing more than the effects of the natural course of events, although
they are not. In relation to man, the world is not ‘nature’ at all but a
perpetually renewed miracle . . . The blessedness of man depends upon
his acceptance of this doctrine. (p. 453)

Origins of the Kabbalah takes the subject to the 1250s or
thereabouts when ‘the Kabbalah already appears in full flower
and in allits vigour’ (p. 475). From that period on the Kabbalists
began to compose major works, and the most major of these was
the Zohar, about which Scholem writes in Major Trends:

In the years immediately following 1275 .. .a book was written some-
where in theheart of Castile which was destined to overshadow all other
documents of Kabbalist literature by the success and the fame it
achieved and the influence it gradually exerted; this was the Sefer ha-
Zohar, or ‘Book of Splendour’. Its place in the history of Kabbalism
can be gauged from the fact that alone among the whole of post-
Talmudic rabbinical literature it became a canonical text which, for a
period of several centuries, actually ranked with the Bible and the
Talmud. (Op. cit. p. 157)

It could be said that with the Zohar there was already some
loss of the original purity, a movement from the contemplative
to the affective level. But it was precisely this ‘loss’ which made
it accessible to the Jewish people as a whole, for whom it became
‘the expression of all that was profoundest and most deeply
hidden in the innermost recesses of the Jewish soul’ (ibid). The
Enlightenment put an end to its influence for European Jewry
and, as we saw at the beginning of this article, the Kabbalah
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then fell prey to charlatans and worse—with whom it is still to
be found. Whether its misuse by black magicians and cult groups
indicates an inherent flaw is a question which may reasonably
be asked. I believe, rather, that the symbolism of the Cosmic
Tree expresses mysteries so sacred that, like the Blessed Sac-
rament, it needs to be kept under lock and key except when it
1s in the hands of its accredited ministers.

In the Author’s Preface to Origins of the Kabbalah, Scholem
entertains the hope that, in the wake of his thorough study of
kabbalistic literature, ‘new perspectives may fecundate our under-
standing . . . and interpretation of the material’. A book, recently
published, by a student and later a colleague of Scholem, Moshe
Idel of the Hebrew University in Jerusalem, precisely bears the
title, Kabbalah: New Perspectives (Yale, 1988). It at once reveals
Idel to be a highly original thinker with whom the subject moves
into a new phase ot understanding and interpretation, as Scholem
had hoped. Inevitably, Idel is critical of Scholem and, in partic-
ular, he is sometimes dismayed by the confidence with which
Scholem presents his conclusions. But Scholem was a pioneer,
and confidence was an essential factor in the accomplishment of
his task, ‘for if the trumpet give an uncertain sound, who shall
prepare himself to the battle?” Nevertheless, Idel’s criticisms
come at the right time and can only be fruitful in opening the
subject up yet further to its endlessly rich possibilities.

And no amount of criticism can alter the achievement. One
of the finest pieces of writing on Scholem I have read is by
Hyam Maccoby in alongarticle called ‘The Greatness of Gershom
Scholem’ (Commentary, September 1983), and I should like
to conclude with its opening paragraph which magnificently
captures that achievement:

Gershom Scholem, who died two years ago, produced such a far-reaching
revolution in our understanding of Judaism that his work cannot yet be
assessed in its entirety. As the foremost Jewish scholar of our age, the
author of numerous pathbreaking books and essays . .. he radically re-
vised, and gave fresh life to, the entire field of Jewish studies. At the
same time, the new insights which he brought to his reading of Jewish
experience and ideology required, and have resulted in, a reorientation
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of all thoughtful Jews to their own tradition and to the implications of
their religious history. A brilliantly panoptic mind, a true “master
thinker”, Scholem represented a force in the intellectual life of our
century, and not only in Jewish intellectual life, whose influence will be
felt for a long time to come.

NOTES

Wherever possible references are incorporated in the text. Page numbers
without other reference refer to Origins of the Kabbalah.
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Quoted in David Biale, Gershom Scholem: Kabbalah and Counter-
History, Harvard, 1979, p. 206.
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From ‘The Politics of Mysticism’ in The Messianic Idea in Judaism,
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Walter Benjamin—The Stery of a Friendship by Gershom Scholem,
Eng. trans. London, 1982, p. 91.

Quoted in Joseph Dan, Gershom Scholem and the Mystical Dimension
of Jewish History, New York and London, 1987, pp. 2—3.

Scholem and subsequent commentators write as though the presence
of an evil aspect in the being of God was a daring innovation of the
Kabbalists and evidence of the introduction of mythology into their
system. My own impression is that the biblical foundations of the
Kabbalists are being lost sight of here, of such texts, for instance, as
‘I form the light and create darkness; [ make peace and create evil’
(Isaiah 45:7), and ‘shall there be evil in the city and the Lord hath
not done it?’ (Amos 3:6).

Christian preachers who complain when it falls to their lot to preach
on Trinity Sunday should learn with what difficulty Judaism tries to
manage without the concept of a triune God!

In Medieval Humanism and Other Studies, Harper Torchbook, 1970,
pp- 32 ff.

See, for instance, the chapter ‘In the Ritual of the Kabbalists’ in
On the Kabbalah and Its Symbolism, Schocken paperback, 1975,
pp- 137--144. This is Scholem at his most readable and interesting.
I recommend it to anyone interested in further reading on the
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Encyclopaedia Judaica, Jerusalem 1974, Meridian paperback, 1978.
Gershom Scholem, Jewish Gnosticism, Merkavah Mysticism and
Talmudic Tradition, New York, 1960, p. 1.
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BOOKS

PARTICIPATION IN GOD: A Forgotten Strand in Anglican
Tradition by A.M. Allchin. Darton, Longman and Todd, 1988,
£3.50.

Once again, as in his two previous books—The Dynamic of
Tradition, 1981, and The Joy of All Creation, 1984, Canon
Allchin demonstrates how deeply Anglican Christianity is rooted
in the Apostolic faith as interpreted and witnessed to by the
great Ecumenical Councils and the Fathers of the Church. In
this new study whose brevity (eighty-five pages) serves only to
emphasize its quality, Canon Allchin tackles probably the most
essential aspect of Christian doctrine: the nature of the salvation
offered to humankind.

Salvation is all too often conceived in terms of justification:
a balanced view in which Christ’s work is merely one of re-
demption in the strict sense of the word. Canon Allchin reminds
us that Anglican theology, together with the Church Universal,
has always confessed that salvation is much more than that: not
only redemption but, as Lancelot Andrewes likes to insist in his
merchant’s son’s style, ‘the purchase’ of a new state, a new life
offered to all since Christ died and rose again for all. All are the
elect; it is only through free refusal of God’s gift that some
exclude themselves.

The new life offered is the divine life, the life of the Holy
Trinity, i.e. the invitation to become ‘partakers of the divine
nature’ (2 Pet. 1:4). This means accession to the stature of true
persons (beyond the state of individuals, who are atoms of
human nature) in the image of the divine Persons, Father, Son
and Holy Spirit. In this perspective, personhood implies the
opposite of individual self-affirmation; it is self-giving, an
existence in communion or co-inherence, an assumption of
humanity in its totality as it was assumed in Christ by the divine
Person of the Son.

The remarkable quality of Canon Allchin’s book is due to
several factors. First of all, as the subtitle suggests, he is bringing
back to the surface ‘a forgotten strand in Anglican Tradition’.
Salvation understood as deification is generally associated with
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the Christian East (which is after all a bit excessive and slightly
mad—Mystical, but mad!) and the Greek word theosis is less
offensive to a sober Western ear. And so far, until now, if and
when one suggested that this doctrine is very central to the
teaching of Lancelot Andrewes in his sermons and very clearly
present in Richard Hooker’s Treatise on the Laws of Eccles-
iastical Polity, this was thought to be something of an exception.

Canon Allchin demonstrates magnificently in his book that
this conception of salvation is present not only in Richard
Hooker and Lancelot Andrewes, who after all represent the
ancestors of a specific current of thought in Anglicanism, but
also in Evangelicals and Methodists such as the Wesley brothers
and Williams Pantycelyn, as well as prominent representatives of
the Oxford Movement. In other words, it becomes clear that
‘experientially’ deification has been lived as something inherent
to household practical theology and not as an ‘outlandish’
exotic doctrine.

The second great quality of this book is that it shows to all
Christians, not only Anglicans, that ‘partaking in the divine
nature’, i.e. the participation of men and women in the new
state of humanity resulting from its total deification in Christ is
the perfectly natural inevitable consequence of the Incamation.
If Christ, the second Person of the Holy Trinity has assumed
humanity to the very end, i.e. unto death on the Cross, has
freed it from sin by becoming malediction for us, has seated this
deified humanity on the right hand of the Father, then we are
enabled by the Holy Spirit sent into our hearts to unite our
energy, our will to his and thus become, through grace, sons
and daughters in Christ. This is what is so simply expressed by
George Herbert in his message to Nicholas Ferrar accompanying
T he Temple when he speaks of ‘the many spiritual conflicts that
have passed between God and my soul before I could subject
mine to the will of Jesus my Master, in whose service I have
now found perfect freedom’. An extraordinary expression of
the doctrine of ‘synergy’ experienced by another Englishman
with Welsh connections.

Thirdly, and in relation to this renewed attention drawn to
the centrality and the true meaning of the Incarnation, another
outstanding quality of the book lies in the emphasis placed on
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the essentialrole of the Holy Spirit in this process of deification.
Canon Allchin rightly points out that the tendency to neglect
the true nature of salvation is probably connected with a certain
tendency to ‘forget’ the Holy Spirit, reducing Him to a purely
relational element instead of a divine Person in the full sense. It
is true that the ‘rediscoveries’ of the Holy Spirit such as the one
we are witnessing in our own century sometimes tend to be
‘excessive’ in the sense that, in reaction to an excessive Christo-
centrism they tend to substitute an excessive, if not exclusive
‘Pneumatocentrism’. Canon Allchin, with the Tradition, redirects
us towards a truly trinitarian vision of salvation in which ail
three Persons truly collaborate: we move in the Holy Spirit
through Christ to the Father. There is ne sound christology
without pneumatology and, of course, vice versa.

Let us hepe that all those who care for the unity of Christians
will read this book written, as usual, with elegance, intelligence
and discretion. it represents an invitation to meditate on the
full implications of the Incarnation as the inauguration of a
truly new status for humanity and the whole of creation,
re-created in Christ.

NICHOLAS LOSSKY
Paris

UNFINISHED ENC@UNTER: China and Christianity by Bob
Whyte. Fount Paperbacks, 1988. £5.95.

Even before the British Isles were fully evangelised, there were
Christians in China, and Kubla Khan—the real, not the legen-
dary figure—had a Mass said for the soul of his mother. Seven
centuries later, China’s Second World War leader, Chiang Kai
Shek was a convert to Methodism.

Similar surprises abound in the history of Christianity in
China from its tentative beginnings in AD 635 until now, and
that story has been meticulously chronicled by Bob Whyte. His
account is perhaps a little over-detailed, but good maps and a
sensible chronological table help keep things clear.
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Nevertheless, for all but professional ‘China-watchers’ and
perhaps for those fortunate enough to have known the Chinese
‘art of friendship’ at first hand, this will be unfamiliar ter-
ritory. To begin with, there is the apparent indifference of the
Chinese to much that would in Eastern and Western cultures
alike be regarded as ‘religion’. China has indeed been called the
first secular society. Also, the reader will be exasperated by the
clumsiness and overbearing European arrogance of many,
though net all, missionaries, Catholic and Protestant alike.
The contrasting examples of inspired heroism and total self-
giving are just as evenly divided between the two traditions.
And although China can now boast a ‘post-denominational’
church, it has produced one or two curious sects of its own.

That impossible-seeming, but gloriously existent, Chinese
church is moreover actually managing to endear itself to the
Communist government, and doing so by its evident and well-
organised good works. Bringing the story up-to-date, we seem to
be retuming to the Acts of the Apostles. That is no fanciful
assessment. Bob Whyte’s book begins, surely enough, in the
fairy-tale world ef old China, but it ends with what the
Archbishop of Canterbury has called a miracle. For the church
has done more than survive in China: it is growing and making
converts in a totally alien and intermittently hostile environ-
ment. Official attitudes to any religious activity vary widely
from region to region.

It has also to be realised that Chinese Communism, though
Marxist and atheistic, is not the same as the Russian variety.
With the exception of the brief and uncharacteristic episode of
the Cultural Revolution, there has been relatively little per-
secution, though the Church has had its martyrs. Generally,
however, the authorities seem content to wait for Christianity,
along with Buddhism, Islam and all other religious activity, to
die out. Nor has the Chinese working class ever felt itself
oppressed by a Christian ruling class: such a thing has never
existed in China.

However, one Emperor, Kangxi, who ruled around 1700, was
for a while sufficiently impressed by the Christians whom he
knew, to write a poem on the Crucifixion which could find a
place in any Christian anthology. That he finally banned the
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faith from his country was due to an unfortunate decision
by the authorities in Rome who acted against the advice of
missionaries on the spot.

Before one condemns too harshly that and other Western
failures to understand or appreciate the workings of the Chinese
mind, it has to be remembered that the mind in question is
likely to be filled with distrust and dislike of foreigners. The
best-known example is the present rift between Chinese Cath-
olics and the Vatican. Here Bob Whyte wamns against the easy
comparison with the case of the English Church at the Reform-
ation. China’s Catholics want to remain Catholic and are man-
aging to do so. Compromise rather than confrontation is part of
the Chinese genius.

This is far too complex a book to be summarised in a review.
For instance, no mention has been made of the role of women
in the contemporary church, nor of the massive pioneering
effort of the Jesuits who began to open China to the faith in
the late sixteenth century. There is also the vital fact that
Catholic and Protestant churches alike have learned to survive
in the Communist state by proclaiming their patrdotism along
with their faith. They have been seen to make a valuable contri-
bution to the development and improvement of Chinese society.
Marxism and Christianity can co-habit.

Finally, there are the lessons China can teach us, though as
the book’s title warns us the story is far from finished. Where
ecumenism is concerned the pupil is far ahead of his master.
There are also theological insights and the organisation of
practical works which repay study. But neither politics nor the
rice bowl are the final truth. China, we learn, traditionally ex-
presses its spirituality in poetry. So we will end where Bob
Whyte begins, with lines from the Emperor’s poem and a very
appropriate last word:

With his task done on the cross
Grace flows frem West Heaven in long patience.

NOVICE POREEN EMILY SLG
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COMPANY OF VOICES: Daily Prayer and the People of God
by George Guiver CR. SPCK, 1988, £15.

However much the modern Church says it believes in prayer, it so often
behaves as if it has failed to surrender to God. ... Allowing God to be
at the centre is something we all fail to do. We fail to wait utterly on
God, to surrender all to him, and others then rightly see the Church as a
busy, empty vessel. For we can eften go te him in prayer without any
idea of surrender, or any notion of disdaining our own will in order to
be open to his; we go to be fed and watered according to our require-
ments. .. . But perhaps we do not reflect what a relationship based
purely on receiving, taking, does to us. It is immature, leaving us incap-
able of sharing with the Giver those deeper things which can only come
where two mature people trust each other and are familiar with being
alone together. The Church as a body is shy of being alone with
its Lord in that direct access we call prayer, and diffident about the
referral of important things back to him. (p. 198-99)

George Guiver here approaches the heart of the difficulty
experienced by many in the Church in attempting to fulfil the
command of its Lord to pray; but the command to pray is in-
separable from the command to love and from earliest times
it has been customary to use the language of human love to
describe prayer. Thus the image of the bride and bridegroom
can appropriately be used to signify the total self-giving required
of the Church in prayer. It is the loss of this understanding of
prayer as pure gift offered to the Beloved which is at the root of
the problem, and the reason why many people today simply do
not pray. The custom of consecrating certain hours of the day
to God by prayer in a discipline almost inextricable from
ordinary daily life was early established in the Church and
has continued in an unbroken tradition. Yet today the cele-
bration of the Divine Office is frequently neglected, crowded
out of over-busy lives or seen as an obligation not liberating but
cramping. Company of Voices, devoted to the practical under-
standing of the Divine Office, seeks to explore these difficulties
and to show, by tracing the origin and growth of the Office
through centuries of upheaval and change, not only its charac-
teristic features and the problems affecting it, but its place in
the worship of the Body of Christ.

The central, and weightiest. section of the book is concerned
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with the history and content of the people’s office, the daily
liturgical prayer of the people of God. It would be impossible
within the scope of two hundred and fifty pages to give more
than a sketch of this fascinating subject, but the author
succeeds in presenting a lucid, informative and always readable
outline of the development of the Office from its earliest
beginnings.

The author is primarily concemed with ordinary people
and with how popular prayer evolved in such a way as to main-
tain its links with the past, with Jewish tradition and with the
early Church, while yet allowing room for the creativity and in-
novation which would prove its enduring worth as a medium
not only of nourishment for the people but of the worship of
God for his own sake. Certain characteristics of the people’s
office emerge: it is covenanted prayer, rooted wherever possible
in some kind of community, offered in its own right as part of
the prayer of the whole body it is also prayer offered at agreed
times and normally consisting of two services, one at the
beginning and one at the end of the working day; it expresses in
its content and execution the bonds which unite the Church in
time and space, its basic pattern being psalmody followed by
intercessions.

As the author traces the history of the Office from the
‘reckless, energetic outpouring of the Spirit’ at the birth of the
Christian Church, through East and West up to the present day,
a picture emerges of the immense and ancient tradition which
we have inherited and the links we still maintain with those
early centuries. It is a delight, for example, to discover that the
preces, the versicles and responses at the end of Morning and
Evening Prayer, so beloved of Anglicans, can claim direct descent
from the capirella of the sixth century used in the monastic
office, and probably have their roots earlier still in the litany
following the psalms in fourth century Jerusalem. Even the
modem custom of greeting fellow worshippers before the
service could claim a link with the East Syrian Church of the
early Middle Ages, as this excerpt shows:

The opening kiss of peace is... practised by tradition, and we can
assume it originally took place during the arrival of the people before
the service began, as it does today in English country parishes, where
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people feel it is important to greet each other before the service starts,

and again at the end, when they make a point of shaking hands with the

priest. (p. 66)

Two chapters, which in themselves might appear to be digres-
sions but which help to increase our understanding of the
people’s office, are devoted to monasticism on the one hand
and personal prayer on the other. It is misleading to refer to the
monastic office as if it were independent of the people’s office
and the author shows clearly how the two developed, borrowing
from each other yet maintaining their own characteristics, the
people’s office moving towards an emphasis on psalms chosen
for their appropriateness to the occasion, intercessions, music
and ceremony, and the monastic office to the chanting of the
psalms in course with restrained music and a minimum of
outward observance.

Little study has been made of traditions of personal prayer.
Given that the heart of people’s prayer in the early Church was
seen to be the Office and the Eucharist, was there, in fact, any
substitute for these and, if so, what? The conception of the
Office as a quota of prayer to be ‘made up’ in the event of a
person’s absence was unknown to the early Church. The prayer
offered by the body corporate was offered on behalf of all and
the obligaion to participate arose, therefore, from the command
laid upon the whole people of God. Nevertheless, the custom of
associating oneself with the formal prayer of the Church, by
imitating its content or by otherwise commemorating the same
time became widespread, with psalms repeated from memory,
the Lord’s prayer, short ejaculations and simple formulds
forming the basis of a kind of parallel prayer. As aural memory
came to be less relied upon and it could no longer be assumed
that the psalms were known by heart, simpler and simpler forms
of devotion became substitutes for the people’s office. It is
interesting in this context to see how the rosary developed as
a kind of ersatz psalm.

We are familiar with the history of the Anglican daily office
and the backbone of discipline it has provided for so many; less
well-known are the traditions of prayer on the Continent since
the upheavals of the sixteenth century: for instance, the simple,
rhymed forms of the Office, prevalent in France until the last
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century; German Vespers, and the German Vesperandacht; and
in Poland the popular Little Hours or godzinki which are ‘short,
simple, thematic, easy to learn, easy to sing, and easy to love—
people’s prayer at its best’. These are rich local customs which it
is easy to dismiss but which have fostered and sustained the
faith and sense of community of countless men and women.

Within such a wealth of detail it would be easy to be diverted
from the main purpose of the book, but the first and last sec-
tions give Company of Voices a fine balance and practical value.
Starting from the difficulty many pecple experience in praying,
George Guiver explores the relationship between prayer and
human nature. Some surprising and delightful examples from
everyday life show how our response to God in prayer draws on
the need for myth, form and rhythm, formula, work and play,
sign and symbol, which are embedded in our nature. We are
shown how these elements can be used in prayer and liturgy to
strengthen and develop our relationship with God, notin a way
that encourages us to escape from reality, but as tools in our
pursuit of what is most real. Take, for example, this quotation
from the chapter on Formula:

In daily life communication through formal phrases has an important
place. When two people meet in the street and stop to chat they per-
form a commonly shared ritual. ‘Good morning’, ‘How are you? and
comments on the weather, politics and personal aches and pains draw
on a tool-kit of formulas, clichés and sayings within a range of topics
considered to be suitable. Yet real communication takes place beneath
the surface of the stereotyped dialogue, as the participants breathe life
into the stock phrases. . .. Little or no information is conveyed, but
communion takes place, in the same way as when we stroke the cat or
embrace one another. (p. 26)

So in liturgical worship the words we use consist almost en-
tirely of standard formulas which build up over the years a rich
deposit of praise and adoration. This is not the vain repetition
of which Jesus spoke, but the persistent repetition of the child
or the lover, the meaning of whose words has perhaps receded
while expressing in their own right deeper truths than the mind
can encompass.

Searching questions are posed in the concluding chapters,
questions which cause us to examine our attitude to the Divine
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Office and the way in which it is celebrated: What is the Divine
Office? Has it a legitimate place in the life of the Church? Who
authorizes its content and how much weight should be given to
uniformity on the one hand or diversity on the other? Why has
exploration and experiment in the Divine Office lagged so far
behind that which has bormne fruit in other areas, most notably
the Eucharist and Initiation? Some practical suggestions are
made which may be helpful in fostering growth and renewal in
the approach to the Office whether it be in the context of
cathedral, parish church, or some form of communal or personal
prayer. The need is stressed above all for teaching, guidance and
support so that those who are involved in the celebration of the
Office may recognize that their efforts, so often disheartened
and apparently isolated, are indeed the prayer of the Church.
Such teaching Company of Voices offers. There is much in it
which will be of value to the student and those who wish to
make further study will find the detailed bibliography and sec-
tion on sourcesof inestimable help; but the book’s real value lies
in its concermn with the person who prays the daily liturgical
prayer of the Church and in so doing experiences the frailty of
such an attempt: the time-worn pattern of ‘zig-zagging between
faithfulness and forgetfulness’, the struggle involved in attemp-
ting to covenant prayer in a world that clamours for attention,
the impossibility of real surrender. Its particular encouragement
lies in the constantly reiterated truth that, however many or
however few are gathered together, there the Church prays.
‘This prayer has always gone on and always will, half hidden,
half recognized, the offering by the few which is the offering of
all.” ‘Rooted in the accumulated wisdom and mistakes of cen-
turies’, it is dependent in the end, not on ourselves, but on God
who inundates it with his fires.

SISTER SARAH SLG
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