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COMMUNITY NOTES

One dark night,
Fired with love’s urgent longings
—Ah, the sheer grace!—
[ went out unseen,
My house being now all stilled;

Many of you will recognize this verse from The Dark Night by
St John of the Cross. We were mindful of it in a rather special
way on December 14th last year, his feast day. Sister Mary
Teresa had for many years been deeply familiar with his works.
She, with Sister Agnes, set forth from Fairacres on the Feast of
St Bernard in 1966 to become the first of the SLG hermits at
Bede House. At the Eucharist that morning Father Gilbert bade
us ‘not to look back or go astray, but to press on, looking to the
end—to union with God, and to the unity of all creation.” He
then went on to speak of the parable from St John of the Cross
of the damp mossy log with its bark full of creeping things, and
the necessity for it to smoulder and be thoroughly dried out
before it can become a living flame of love.

Sister Mary Teresa lived faithfully in Hut 1 for twenty one
years, tending the garden and supporting with prayer the many
visitors to Bede House. She dedicated the hut to St Seraphim
and the prayer for unity was always on her heart. Advent was a
time of special retreat for her. She would draw the curtain over
the front door and be in deeper solitude.

At the age of ninety she was ready to return to Fairacres. It
was a difficult decision to make but she knew the time had
come. After a fall and a brief spell in hospital she seemed to be
for most of the time in a place of silence we could not reach,
but there were occasional warm smiles and often a clear ‘Yes’ or
‘No’!

For the last few months she was in the downstairs ward. The
other sister already there was Sister Isobel, who had spent most
of her life in community at Burwash, although she was proud to
be a Maid of Kent, or was it a Kentish Maid? Before coming to
SLG Sister Isobel had worked as a midwife in India, and her
concern, care and love for children never left her. She retained
until the end her own childlike simplicity and sense of humour,
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and had a ready wit that lightened the hearts of so many of us.
Like Sister Mary Teresa she too knew and loved St John of the
Cross. Both Sisters were a keen gardeners with very green
fingers and Sister Isobel had a capacity to bring seemingly
moribund pot plants back into full bloom.

On December 13th the night carer arrived as usual at 9 p.m.
and checked both Sisters who had slight colds. She went back at
10 p.m. and found that Sister Mary Teresa had died. Just before
Night Office at 2 a.m. the infirmarian went to see Sister Isobel
and found she too had died. We were left in a state of shock,
but:

On that glad night
In secret, for no one saw me,
Nor did I look at anything,
With no other light or guide
Than the one that burned in my heart;

This guided me
More surely than the light of noon
To where He waited forme . . .

We were able to have a double funeral on a day that was
cloudless and calm in an otherwise wet and windy week. The
knowledge of their faithfulness calls us to deeper fidelity.

I should also like to record the death of Fr Brian McMurray,
who was Chaplain at Bede House from 1984-5. He was a quiet,
gentle priest, whose contribution to the life there many will
remember with gratitude. May he rest in peace.

Since Christmas world events, and political and social changes
have been among the concerns on our hearts. In January we
were delighted to be able to offer hospitality to a small
delegation of Russian Christians. It was a great joy to hear the
Epistle on the Feast of St John Chrysostom read in Russian,
and at the end of the Eucharist our guests sang a hymn in
honour of the saint. But perhaps the most unexpected
ecumenical gesture happened as they were leaving. Some of the
community gathered in the front drive and began to sing Auld
Lang Syne. At first our guests were bewildered, but that soon
changed to smiles of delight as differences of language, creed
and culture all dissolved in our common human joy.
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Many of you have written asking how our building plans are
progressing. The answer is—slowly, though we do hope that the
building will begin in the autumn. By then we shall be clearer
about the future of Boxmoor, which is at present happily
occupied by a group of Cistercian Sisters.

We were sorry to have to cancel the FLG retreat booked at
Chester this year, but we needed a minimum number of fifteen
people and had only five applications. I do hope that any of
you who want to attend the other FLG retreat, at Ely from
12th-14th October, will contact the Fellowship Secretary, Miss
Joan Spittall (Tel. 0993 851392). It will be conducted by lan
Paton, one of our Priest Associates, assisted by his wife Cathy,
herself a member of FLG.

We are glad to have contributions from two other of our
Priest Associates in this issue of the Chronicle, as well as the
text of a sermon given by our Warden at Brasenose College,
which was the girlhood home of Mother Mary Clare. I was using
recently the copy of The Face of Love which Fr Gilbert Shaw
gave her at its first publication in 1959. More than thirty years
later it still speaks with a contemporary relevance.

The world is changing from the shape we knew

to new and undiscerned relationships of power.
Look up, fear not, the sinful city can repent

and through its purgatory renew its faith.
. ..give us grace

to learn in these last days

the truth of martyrdom,

to have and keep the word of patience

in the hour of temptation that comes upon the earth. .. .
Lord, give thy grace unto thy servants in that day

that they may form the remnant

faithful into thee in death and life.

God grant us all grace to be faithful and may you all have a

very blessed Eastertide in the knowledge that Christ is risen!
Alleluia!

MOTHER SLG



COMMENTARIES OF HEAVEN
A.M.ALLCHIN

In 1653, in the early years of the Commonwealth, a young man
from Hereford came up to the University of Oxford and became
amember of Brasenose College. He was aged sixteen, not at all an
unusual age to become an undergraduate in the seventeenth
century. His name was Thomas Traherne. Three years later he
graduated, returned to Hereford, and, though under age, was
appointed to the nearby parish of Credenhill.

Traherne served in his parish for some ten years. He main-
tained his links with the University, and in 1669 took his BD.
At about the same time he became chaplain to a prominent
figure in the court of King Charles II, Sir Orlando Bridgeman,
and it was in his house that Traherne died in 1674, at the age of
thirty-seven.

Why should we remember this seventeenth century clergyman
today, one of the hundreds who graduated from this college in
his time? In his own lifetime, though he published a couple of
books, Traherne was never widely known. His reputation, such
asitis,is entirely of the twentieth century, since it is only in this
century that the writings have come to light which have made him
famous with lovers of English literature. One of the strangest
things about him is that manuscripts have continued to turn up
in the course of this century;the largest and most remarkable of
them was identified less than ten years ago. Much of all this
remains unpublished. Traherne as an author seeems to have been
reserved for our time rather than his own.

What was the nature of the first group of writings which were
discovered and published at the beginning of this century? There
was a collection of poems, which were recognized as belonging
to the same metaphysical school as the poetry of George Herbert
and Henry Vaughan, men who also came from the Welsh border
country. But more originally, there was a collection of medi-
tations written in a particularly glowing poetic prose. These
meditations contain a description of a childhood vision of a
transfigured world, a world in which time stands still and every-
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thing is seen in the light of eternity.

This vision has been described by quite a number of writers
more recent than Traherne, most notably by William Wordsworth.
Some people think it is an experience which lies hidden in all of
us, totally buried and forgotten under all the layers of later
influences and impressions. Traherne is one of the first to speak
of it in this way, and he speaks of it in unforgettable terms:

The corn wasorient and immortal wheat, which never should be reaped,
nor wasever sown. [ thought it had stood from everlasting to everlasting.
The dust and stones of the street were as precious as gold: the gates
were at first the end of the world. The green trees when I saw them first
through one of the gates transported and ravished me, their sweetness
and unusual beauty made my heart to leap, and almost mad with
ecstasy, they were such strange and wonderful things. . . . Eternity was
manifest in the light of day, and some thing infinite behind every thing
appeared. (cf. Landscapes of Glory, DLT 1989, p. 8)

Together with this vision of eternity, there is in Traherne a
strong sense that we belong to the world and the world belongs
to us. We are part of the whole creation, co-inherent with it:

You never enjoy the world aright, till the sea itself floweth in your veins,
till you are clothed with the heavens, and crowned with the stars,and
perceive yourself to be the sole heir of the whole world, and more than
so, because men are in it who are every one sole heirs as well as you.
(Ibid., p. 5)
Passages like these have found their way into many anthologies,
and as far as most people are concerned who have heard of
Traherne, that is all that there is to him. He is a seventeenth
century writer with a very striking style who celebrates a kind
of ecstatic vision of the beauty of the world. That is interesting
enough in its way, but it can seem quite unrelated to us.

But there is more to Traherne than this. He was a more many-
sided man than is usually recognized, as an examination of his
unpublished writings discloses. Just across the way in the
Bodleian, there is a little manuscript book of his called The
Church’s Year Book. This provides prayers and meditations for
the different seasons of the Church’s year from Easter to All
Saints. Here we see more of Traherne the priest, concerned for
the celebration of the Church’s worship, and Traherne the pastor,
concerned to convey the Church’s faith to his congregation.
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There is something particularly striking in his meditations
round about the feast of Pentecost, a great confidence in the
power and presence of the Holy Spirit:

We wait with thine apostles for the Holy Spirit. O qualify us for his
coming by giving us with the apostles unity in ourselves, unity in thy
Church, unity with thee, that as unity tied God and man together, so
it may unite thy Holy Spirit to us, and make him delight to dwell
within us. (Ibid.,p.34)
Here we find that Traherne not only had a deep sense of our
oneness with the world of nature, but also of our oneness with
one another within the human family. We come to life as we
live in others, and they live in us. In this mutual indwelling in
human relationships we find the Holy Spirit present, binding us
together into one:

By communicating ourselves we fill others, by filling others we live in

them, by living in them we feel in them, see and enjoy whatever they

have and are. So dwelling in each other the Holy Ghost dwelleth in
both, enjoying both and making both a benefit to the other.
(Ibid., p. 38)

This more priestly and theological side of Traherne also comes
out in another early book of meditations which was found in the
1960s, and is now in the library at Yale. Here we see him wrest-
ling with his sense of vocation, at the beginning of his ministry,
and anxious about the precarious position of both Church and
State in 1660 and 1661, the years of the restoration of the mon-
archy and the episcopate. He had a horror of the divisions which
had marked the period of the Civil War and the Commonwealth.
He longed for peace and unity within each one of us, as well as
in the whole of our society.

But the most remarkable discovery of all has been of the
manuscript which was first identified in 1981 and is now in the
British Library. This is much the largest of Traherne’s writings
to have survived, and it is called Commentaries of Heaven. It is a
kind of encyclopaedia intended to show how all things in heaven
and earth are related to their final destiny, which is to share in
the glory of God in heaven.You remember how in his first
vision of things he said,‘Eternity was manifest in the light of
day, and some thing infinite behind every thing appeared’. In this
his last and largest work he wanted to show how everything is
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related to that eternity and shows forth that infinity.

At the time of his death Traherne had only got eight entries
under ‘B’. But there are plenty of things to be found under ‘A’
ants, atoms, ages, ancestors, angels, arithmetic, astronomy,
Aristotle, to mention only a few!

An ant is a great miracle in a little room, a feeble creature made to be

an ornament of this magnificent universe . . . its limbs and members are

as miraculous as those of alion or a tiger. . . . It is our fellow creature . . .
and he goes on to describe the activities of ants observed by two
of his acquaintances.

What becomes clear in this manuscript is that in his later years
in London he was in touch with some of the early members of
the Royal Society who were beginning to explore lines of thought
which would lead to the development of the natural sciences. In
Traherne we see how aesthetic delight,religious awe and wonder,
scientific curiosity and investigation, all lie very close to one
another. The worlds of poetry, science and religion, which later
become widely separated, are still closely interrelated. Here we
have a man who is at once a priest, a pastor and a poet;a man
who takes passionate delight in the beauty and mystery of the
world around him and who feels intimately connected with it.
He feels at one with the whole creation, because all creation
speaks to him of the God whom he finds within himself at the
root of his own life and being. At the same time he is the man
who is full of interest and enquiry into the ways in which the
world works, who is fascinated by its extent and its antiquity.
He is dazzled by its splendour.

I do not hesitate to say that he is a spiritual and theological
writer of much greater importance than has hitherto been recog-
nized. He has particular things to say to an age which has become
rightly obsessed with the problems of ecology. He can give us a
new sense of our belonging to this world, a new sense that we,
like ants and atoms, stars and galaxies, come from the creative
love of God and are destined to find our fulfilment in that love.

This sermon was preached at Brasenose College on 28 January 1990. A small selection
of passages from Traherne can be found in Landscapes of Glory, Daily Readings with
Thomas Traherne (DLT. 1989). and three essays discussing his work are published in
Profitable Wonders (Amatc Press, 1989: 14 A Magdalen Rd., Oxford OX4 1RW).
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THE EARTH HE HAS GIVEN
Prayer and Ecology

JOHN ARMSON

We have been abusing the creation for a long time. The problem
is not new. However, certain features of it are. For example:

a) Ourawareness of the disastrous consequences of our actions.
We learn each day of more ways in which this is true.

b) The realization that the ‘dearest freshness, deep down things’
is being irreversibly used up. Nature’s ability to renew herself
cannot keep pace with the rate of our destructive activities. This
represents a qualitative change.

c) The realization that the problems may be insoluble. Their
complexity and intricately interlocking nature, the immense
difficulty of finding the necessary scientific, economic and pol-
itical tools to handle them, and the intractable difficulty of
securing the necessary international co-operation, taken with
the degree of damage we have already inflicted on the environ-
ment, may have put the solution beyond our scope.

If itisnot so already, it may soon be too late to save the world
(and thus civilization as we know it) from major ecological
change. We humans may already have put ourselves and count-
less other species in ‘the last days’ in a way undreamed of by
St Paul. We have already extinguished a vast number of species.
A man-made apocalypse is on the horizon.

Some dismiss this possibility .as a false alarm. They may be
right, but the signs are sufficiently convincing to warrant
justifying concern without being scaremongering. If the concern
is right, then to wait for ‘firm evidence’ will be to wait too long
to avoid disaster. Others admit it, but say God is in control and
will bring good out of it. They therefore do nothing. This seems
faithful on the surface, but fails to do justice to the sheer quan-
tity of God’s love already poured into the world. It is an
immoral postition.

Others are afraid: things may be about to collapse around us
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(and, worse, around our children). True, men and women have
always been confronted with unresolved dilemmas, and these
have always filled their personal worlds. It might be thought that
things are, therefore, as they always were. But they are different
for this reason: even though it may not always have seemed like
it at the time, previously it was always possible to hope—without
being unrealistic—that things might change. Today we truly are,
and know we are, up against the limits. There is no spare planet
parked alongside ours to which we can escape. We perceive now
accurately the truly global and truly intractable nature of our
problems. As someone recently observed, at just that moment
in our history when we have established that planet earth is the
only one in the solar system which can sustain life, we are in the
process of threatening to wipe that life out. What is problematic
now is hope.

Christians may be expected to have a response to all this.
What is it? One is acute embarassment. It is becoming painfully
apparent that to pray involves us in a contradiction, for although
when we pray we are deferential to the Creator, we continue to
be part of a system which is abusing his creation; and to hurt
the creation is to hurt the Creator. (Cup your hands together
and imagine the hollow space inside full of angry wasps. Itis a
picture of prayer.) What, as Christians, shall we say about this?

The Basis of Christian Response

Our response must be in sympathy with the roots of our trad-
ition, and in particular the Bible. We all know that the Bible
opens with the account of a garden. In the the course of the
story we read,

God created man in his own image . . . male and female he created them.
... and God said to them, ‘Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth
and subdue it; and have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the
birds of the air and over every living thing that moves upon the earth.’
And God said, ‘Behold, I have given you every plant yielding seed which
is upon the face of all the earth, and every tree with seed in its fruit;
you shall have them for food.” (Gen. 1:27-29)

Look for a moment at that key word ‘subdue.” That one word
has allowed our overweening spirit to think that the world is
ours, or as Psalm 8:6 says, “Thou hast given him dominion over
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the works of thy hands; / thou has put all things under his feet.’
The word ‘subdue’ in the passage has lain behind, implicitly,
much of our environmentally-hostile activity, and it is crucial to
remember that this text, even though it belongs to Holy
Scripture, was set down and edited, and is now read, by people
who, like us, were ‘interested parties.” (Would the trees have
written such a passage?)

It could be argued, then, that a Bible-based theology and
spirituality must accept a measure of responsibility for the mess
we are in. The Bible is, therefore, under pressure. It has not
helped to prevent (at least not as it has been read by men) the
abuse of our environment by the scientific methods of the last
century or so which have taught us to view the world around us
as something ‘out there’, as ‘nature.” Labelling our surroundings
like this has made it intellectually and emotionally easier for us
to use and exploit them.

To base our theology and spirituality these days solely on a
biblical foundation does not provide a sufficient theology and
spirituality, and actually causes more problems than it solves.
For example, to base a theology, or a national policy, on the
instruction ‘be fruitful and multiply’, continues to lead, in the
face of the world’s population crisis, to disastrous teaching about
birth control. Christians these days have to reckon with the fact
that the Genesis creation stories stand now alongside, and in
some ways below, another—more popular—scientific story and it
is timely to ask how to include this in the basis of our response.

God has not left himself without witnesses, even in our own
generation: the biologists and mathematicians, the elementary
particle physicists and radio astronomers give us extra input for
our theology and spirituality. This story, no less marvellous or
mysterious than the biblical one, stems from the exciting world
which they have opened up for us with gathering pace over the
past century or so. We now know more, much more, than even
our parents (and our children already probably know more than
we do) about the scale of the universe —both large and small. On
the one hand we are told of the beauty of its vastness in time
and space, on the other of the beauty and simplicity of its tiny
detail. This story is compelling—Stephen Hawking’s A Brief
History of Time is on sale on every station bookstall. But in t/iis
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scheme of things, human beings do not occupy a position at the
top, from which to ‘subdue’ and ‘dominate’, but are very much
lost in the middle of the scale of things. And this, taken with
the fact that we have long since rejected any concept that we
live on a planet at the centre of the universe, makes the human
adventure seem a very modest and recent affair.

Rather than talking about being in charge of nature, this
revelation stresses our dependence upon, or interdependence
with, nature as a whole. It makes it much harder to think of
ourselves as specially favoured in God’s eyes, and to understand
what that might mean. This comes as a bit of a spiritual shock
to many. It knocks traditional theology about a bit. It can make
for a cynical, frightened or pompous response. In truth, we have
no reason to be any of these—but before we can say that we
have to know it for ourselves. Christians need urgently to know
what it means to say, ‘Be not afraid; be not proud’. We could
do this by regaining a contemplative approach—but we shall
come to that in a moment.

To return to the Genesis passage: in addition to the points
above, it has other, balancing, insights. To begin with, it corrects
the sense that there is a thing called ‘nature’, ‘out there’. It does
this in two ways. First it insists that God made the world around
us, so that the world around us is creation not ‘nature’, and it
belongs to Someone else—the Creator. Secondly, it is clear that
men and women (we) are part of this creation. It says that the
only thing which distinguishes us is that we are made ‘in the
image of God’. We have, therefore, a privileged place in creation,
but are part of it. We have been given, in some mysterious and
awesome sense, solidarity both with the creation and with God
himself. We can speak for the creation to God, and for God to
the creation.

To grasp the story as a whole puts that key word ‘subdue’ in
a very different light. I know no Hebrew, but I can see that,
consistent with the scientific input, the other account of the
creation (Genesis 2) gives us an example of part of what ‘subdue’
might mean. In this account, God brought all the animals to
man to see what he would call them, ‘and whatever the man
called every living creature, that was its name’ (Gen. 2:19).
‘Naming’ is part of ‘subduing’: it has to do with ordering, and, as
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is often pointed out, implies power. But naming and ordering
also help to bestow and protect identity, to release. This is akin
to ‘separating’, i.e., ‘creating’, that activity which perhaps we
can be said to share with God by virtue of our being in his image.
So, paradoxically, ‘subdue’ has to do with giving a kind of free-
dom. This is a long chalk from the way in which our present
economies oblige us to relate to ‘nature’.

A Christian Response

We now have enough to go on to say that a Christian response
to the present ecological crisis, which is loyal to both the Bible
and contemporary knowledge, will reflect our solidarity with
the creation of which we are part, and our solidarity with God,
who made us in his image, but will not take ‘subdue’ or any
words like that to indicate independence, ownership or bossi-
ness. In the midst of things as we are (in place, time, concern),
our response will put us, not at the ‘head’ of creation, but at its
‘heart’.

a) Speechless Prayer

Clearly, as I have said, we have good reason to be ashamed
before God. This may make some reluctant to turn to him.
Perhaps this is part of the reason why prayer in the developed
countries has collapsed to the extent it has—the shame is felt,
consciously or unconsciously.

Adam, where art thou?

I hid myself from thee because I was afraid (ashamed).

(cf.Gen. 3: 9, 10)

We are like the little child who has done something dangerous
or forbidden so that mother is angry. The frightened child wants
both to turn away from and cling to mother, and is caught in a
conflict of needs and desires. For those who do pray in all this
confusion, I suggest prayer will be speechless.

It will be speechless for several reasons. First, prayer pre-
supposes hope, and hope change for the better.Yet that, as we
have seen, is what is so problematic at present. Our cry, ‘O God,
make speed to save us’, is genuine, but we cannot begin to think
what change for the better there can be, for, as | said earlier,
our environmental guilt may already be beyond reparation, and
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we can scarcely believe that God will step in to rescue us like a
magician bringing all right at the end of the turn. God has given
us wits, imagination and intellectual resources (such was his
severe mercy) precisely so that we could take responsibility.
‘The earth he has given to the children of men’ (Ps. 115:16).
We are beginning to realize the seriousness of St Teresa’s words,
‘He has no hands on earth now but ours’. God will not simply
step in and solve things for us. In such a situation, what is our
hope? In prayer, what can we say?

Secondly, our prayer is speechless because of our moral con-
fusion. To ask for solutions implies we must put our hand to
the task. Yet few show much serious willingness to do this. There
is the suspicion (and who is to say it is falsely founded?) that
we in the West shall have to give up many aspects of our com-
fortable life-styles. So we remain at the point of asking for
solutions whilst promoting the trouble. And although we may
protest that we are not personally responsible for the damage—
we may even personally oppose economic trends, and protest
against the misuse of creation—yet we know that to ‘stop the
world and get off’ is impractical, so imprisoned are we in the
economic web. We are all caught in this together. (Do I really
want to go without my fridge?) So our position is at best
insensitive, at worst corrupt. How can we turn to the Giver
whilst destroying his gifts? (By the time you finish reading this,
another species will be extinct.)

Thirdly, our prayer is speechless because so many of our
images drawn from nature are tarnished. Their associations
embarrass us now. To pray the psalms is to discover this very
quickly. That stream mentioned in the very first psalm (by
which the righteous man is planted) dried up long ago, drained
by our deep wells. Our rivers can hardly be clapping their hands;
they are too polluted. If the hills which ‘stand so thick with
corn’ ‘laugh and sing’, in Britain, at any rate, it is with black
humour; their hollow laugh is of nitrates leeching into unsafe
drinking water, of animals and flowers lost as more and more
land is drained for cultivation. Psalm 104, that account of the
love of God in the poised economy of things working together,
has become irony. The sea roars with anger now at the pollution
it must bear; and ‘all that is in it’ with pain at the death they
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must suffer. To call, in the Lauds psalms and Benedicite, upon
the creation to join us in our praise whilst continuing to abuse it
is cruel irony, and as contradictory as the Sunday-school
teacher who drove in the message ‘God is love’ with three slaps.

‘Heaven and earth are full of thy glory’ we pray at the heart
of the Eucharist. That’s why it’s awful. To spoil our own work
would be sad but bearable; but we are spoiling the glory. So
our prayer is speechless. The mercy is, while love provides no
solution, it turns speechlessness into silence, embarrassment
into humility. The silence becomes intercession—a place of
holding, keeping together both sides with which we share
solidarity. Even if it is true we are living in ‘the last days’, even
if it is true we have laid aside our humanity by our injustices, in
intercession we have got to stay with what is the case. However
embarrassed or ashamed we are, this is no time to give up on
God, or the creation.

b) Atrtitudes

The silent intercessor has got to hold our situation because in
the silence comes the realization of both the beauty and pain in
it. These are the two prerequisites for action. Michael Ramsey
was so fond of quoting those words from St Augustine which
express this so well:

We shall rest and we shall see;

we shall see and we shall love;

we shall love and we shall praise . . .

The contemplative in St Paul saw this. He wrote that marvellous
verse, so short it can pass unnoticed:

For everything created by God is good, and nothing is to be rejected if

it is received with thanksgiving; for then it is consecrated by the word

of God and prayer. (I Tim. 4:4-5)
This verse, which is a comment on the Christian’s relationship
to the Jewish food laws, can be applied more widely. It has a
kind of eucharistic ring to it. In the Eucharist, bread and wine
are consecrated by the word of God and prayer and then have
a special part to play for God in our lives. In the same way, any-
thing can be ‘consecrated’ by a ‘eucharistic prayer’ in which
God is blessed for it. This brings us back to the first chapter of
Genesis and our relationship to the creation on behalf of God,
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the Creator. Now ‘subdue’ comes almost to mean ‘liberate’;it’s
hard to envisage putting uranium into a bomb once a ‘euchar-
istic consecration’ has been said over it, but not hard to see it
then being used in radio-therapy to cure the sick.

The contemplative in St Francis delighted in all things in
themselves, for he saw them in God. The contemplative spirit,
standing back because it rests in God, sees things as God sees
them, ‘prizes’ them as Traherne says. That is the eucharistic
blessing. After that, it is harder to hurt creation. Esther de
Waal has shown us marvellously how this works: out in the
contemplative spirituality of the Celts and of St Benedict.
The Celts were so creation-conscious in their prayer that it is
hard to think of them hurting it:

I will kindle my fire this morning

In the presence of the holy angels of heaven . . .

St Benedict likewise valued each detail in creation. The
contemplative in St Benedict spoke about property. In his
Rule he is adamant that his followers shall have nothing of their
own: ‘Let all things be common to all, nor let anyone say that
anything is his own or claim it for himself’. Even the monastery
kitchen utensils are to be looked upon with as much reverence
as the sacred vessels of the altar. He encourages us to treasure
what comes our way, and surrender it when we cease to need it.

All this brings us back to the first chapter of Genesis in
another sense too. The creation story ends not on the sixth day,
but on the seventh, when God rested and beheld what he had
done, and saw that it was very good. This standing back is a
balancing part of the story which is often forgotten.

c) Action

Contemplatives are those best suited to act in an intercessory
way in our predicament. Harvey Cox, in The Feast of Fools,
describes one work of the Holy Spirit as forming ‘the new
mystics’. Sure enough, everywhere you look, either as solitaries
or in small groups which are often inter-denominational, inter-
faith, and non-church, people are seeking after contemplation,
not as escape but as encounter. They seek to internalize and
hold the world’s pain, not necessarily understanding why, but
knowing they are involved in a process of redemption and
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healing. But the same Spirit is leading others, ‘the new militants’,
to protest at and confront the world’s pain. Sometimes the
Spirit leads people to try and combine these two poles in
‘prayer and righteous action’, as Bonhoeffer expressed it.

The contemplative in Dag Hammarskjéld made him write,
‘In our era, the road to holiness necessarily passes through the
world of action’. The contemplative in Thomas Merton made
him link his solitary prayer with social action. During his time
as a solitary at Gethsemani he felt constrained to write widely
to people involved in the Vietnam War.

Contemplative social action may be as quiet as saving energy,
or selecting the least damaging option (be it washing-up liquid,
or re-cycled paper for the photocopier, or consulting The Green
Consumer Guide about everything from mending the car to
dealing with greenfly). Or it may be the quietly positive min-
istry of token acts—planting a hardwood tree, walking rather
than getting the car out—all of which have a consciousness-
raising effect on ourselves and others. Or, more actively, we
may ask the supermarket to stock ‘green’ goods where it does
not do so already; or write to the local power station to enquire
what steps they are taking to limit pollution. Or we may support
the ministry of those who are campaigning, of Friends of the
Earth, for example. Or our prayer may drive us ourselves to
speak, write or act in protest. Contemplatives live near the Cross
and know that conflict is nothing of which to be shy.

A Foolish Sign

What about enclosed contemplatives? They can do some of
the things above—and no doubt should. But also, by their ‘foolish
sign’ will encourage the rest of us to turn to contemplative
action, contemplation-driven action. They will guide us about
how to be still, what it means to be still, what are the fruits and
results of stillness and silence vis-a-vis the creation. Above all,
they must nerve us to be still—if it is the case that the future for
mankind on earth is hopeless. Within this hopelessness, however,
the Christian will stay loyal to all the love which has been poured
into this world, into history, and not give up action for the
world. ‘Though he slay me, yet will I trust’ (Job 13:15). The
Spirit will lead all to their own place. Deepest of all—and here

16



only the contemplative can show the way—the Spirit will give
us courage to admit what is the case, without pretence or
fantasy. This will involve hostility, for pulling people away from
false optimism and pointing to our total dependence on the
sheer mercy of God is so radical a message that we shall frighten
people. (I am frightened myself.) Perhaps if God cannot save us
by love, he may yet save us by fear. Only when we face our
hopelessness there comes ‘the peace of God which passes all
understanding’, his everlasting mercy.
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RETURN TO SOUTH AFRICA
Sharing the Darkness

NEVILLE BOUNDY

On Holy Innocents’ Day in 1985, Fr Sipho Masemola, Rector of
the Black Township of Mohlakeng fifteen miles north of
Soweto, met a group from Cotham Parish Church. One result of
this painful, eye-opening, yet cheerful encounter was an invi-
tation to me to visit South Africa, ‘provided you keep quiet; we
get a lot of brief visitors, and the longer you come the better for
us and for you. Can you come for six months?’

From July 6th, 1987 I went for three. On my first morning
Fr Kingston Erson CR took me into Soweto, and at lunch after-
ward in the Priory I was told, “You’ve already visited a part of
South Africa that ninety-seven per cent of White people who’ve
lived here all their lives have never seen.” Thanks to the generos-
ity of many people, Black and White, [ saw over a dozen town-
ships, attended many meetings of the Justice and Reconciliation
Group, and worshipped at the militarized funeral of a young
man shot dead by the security forces in his bed at 2:00 a.m, one
morning. During these amazing months I preached, celebrated,
laughed, learnt, wept, was inspired, given hope; but I was also
enraged, and often felt totally impotent.

I returned to Cotham overwhelmed and exhausted, guilty,
frustrated, hopeful, but, probably above all, angry at seeing so
much of the legally authorized, viciously enforced, violence of
the security forces. I was angry, too, at returning to pink and
comfortable England, quite unable to do anything for all those
I'd seen suffering, for all those who’d told me of their torture
yet breathed no words of revenge, nor hatred. The farewell party
from Mohlakeng which gathered at Jan Smuts Airport told me
they knew I’d come back. I knew it, too.

Second Time Round

On Whitsunday 1989 I saw Fr Sipho again when he spent a
weekend at Cotham on his way to the WCC Conference on
Mission and Evangelism in Texas: he preached a demanding and
offensive sermon, inviting the congregation to put on a piece of
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paper, ‘What you think the local Church should be doing in
Bristolin 1989’,and to hand it in to the Vicar. Probably because
of the gentle matter-of-fact way in which he said, ‘On the
morning I was released from detention . . .’, over a quarter of us
responded. This was after asking us for courage and boldness in
our discipleship. Around that time I also met twice in Bristol
Fr Dale White, a co-director of the Wilgespruit Fellowship
Centre, which for over twenty-five years has planned, prayed,
taught and worked towards the post-apartheid society. He
invited me to come back to South Africa, this time not to travel
around, but to ‘be based with us at Wilgespruit for nearly all of
the time’.

So on September 15th last year I flew again to Johannesburg.
Just before I left I told the congregation at Cotham about a
previous sabbatical I spent in Zurich, and how I discovered
more on subsequent short visits than I did in the first three-
month-long visit. Perhaps the same would happen again. I tried
with my Buddhist analyst to disentangle my obviously mixed
motives for going back, including trying to face again the
possibility of being killed; I longed to see again some of the
people who had been such a challenge, encouragement and
inspiration, and I did hope very much that, second time round,
I’d have something positive and concrete to offer to Cotham
and others back home.

I arrived the day of the first huge march in Johannesburg, but
the people I was with were not impressed by ‘the window
dressing’ of the new President, nor by being allowed to go on
marches: ‘I need no politician here or in the United Kingdom to
try to take credit for us being allowed to march through the
streets of Johannesburg. My relatives shed their blood so that
we might become citizens in the country in which we live,’ said
one Black lady, and at the Standing for the Truth Campaign
someone muttered, ‘If it’s safe enough for liberal bishops to
march on the streets then we must be going nowhere!’

Nevertheless, it did feel very different. The first time round,
in Mohlakeng I was always nervous, never knowing who all those
police and soldiers might arrest at any moment, with no reason,
excuse or provocation. People spoke warmly about the dismant-
ling of the State Security Management System. and restoring
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power to the White-elected Cabinet where it belongs. To a mere
visitor it didn’t feel as much of a police state as it unquestionably
had in 1987, even allowing for the fact that paranoia is very
contagious. One of the Christmas letters I received this year
contained this paragraph:

de Klerk has not restored freedom of assembly. He has allowed certain
marches to take place and has caused permits to march to be issued to
people who have not asked for them, but equally they act against
marchers almost every day. The ban on outdoor gatherings was imposed
by proclamation in 1976 and could be lifted without any act of
Parliament. He has not done so and has not lifted the State of
Emergency. Do not get too optimistic. Everything he says indicates that
he is firmly wedded to the concept of Group government and a consti-
tutional system based onthat concept. We have a long way to go but the
thin end of the wedge can be hammered a bit further and it is no longer
hopeless.

Post-Apartheid Society

In another way I found a clear and sudden sea-change. In
1987 I had dared to suggest to the Forward Planning Committee
of the Justice and Reconciliation Board that they ought to be
looking ahead and beyond to the post-apartheid society: ‘Evil
destructively claws all attention to itself, and so prevents any
energy being used creatively.” I got shouted at, and called an
ignorant, uninvolved White visitor, although Bishop Charles
Aubertin genuinely thanked me for giving them something to
think and pray about. But by 1989 some of the Justice and
Reconciliation groups had been named Justice, Peace and the
Integrity of Creation. At Wilgespruit I heard much planning for
the conference on the future of the planet which took place this
past March in Seoul;in 1987 that would have been unthinkable.

Wilgespruit Fellowship Centre

Wilgespruit is an astonishing place, and it isn’t on the map;
the street plan for Witwatersrand has a blank space in
Roodepoort where the seventy acres of the Fellowship exist.
There is a resident community of about eighty people who
gather once a week on Monday mornings for half an hour’s
worship, led by one of the groups working in the Fellowship, or
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by a visitor. This seems to be the only time they all meet
together. On one side of the valley are over two hundred Black
people squatting, and some of them also squatin and around the
Fellowship’s administration area and family homes, which must
give the squatters both a sense of belonging and some security.

The Fellowship runs six-month-long Leadership Training
courses, preparing people for leadership in the post-apartheid
society. They organize shorter and smaller workshops and
self-help groups, and provide both a place and needed facilities
for many meetings. On one weekend alone there were four
courses: one was helping two dozen people to discover how to
make a house out of almost nothing; a trade union group was
discussing active membership; a youth group was studying
sex counselling; and a fourth was exploring group dynamics.
Running through the teaching given at Wilgespruit there is also a
great concern for the future of the planet. Apartheid is no longer
seen as the only evil, nor even, dare I suggest, as t/ie evil; it is
part of a widespread exploitation of both people and the whole
of creation on this planet. Abolishing apartheid is part of a
crucial educational programme, necessary for our survival.

I did spend most of my month at Wilgespruit. Although I was
now stuck in one place, I had thought that I would again be
rushed off my feet, again be overwhelmed and bombarded and
encouraged with the hope, the experiences, the exploitation and
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the horror. But as Fr Sipho drove me there after my first week-
end in Mohlakeng, he warned me, “You might be on your own
for quite a lot of the time; will you mind?’ I thought I’d manage,
but felt disappointed, and was in no way ready for three great
surprises, bearing fruit from seeds planted way back in my
ordained ministry.

Christians talk about the Holy Spirit, some people find
inexplicable coincidences, Jungians talk of synchronicity and
the absence of accident. Back in South Africa, it seemed as
though an experience long since forgotten, a kind of ministry
I"d once toyed with but never had sufficient courage to persevere
in, and a book I’d needed for years all arrived at the right
moment. In a highly suitable place, a host of different strands
were brought together for me to try to use a passionate interest,
experience some excitinginstruction, and to live by a remarkable
book’s blood and sweated peace.

Simply Being There

The book I so badly needed, and still need, over-filled and
gave a new dimension to all the unexpected ‘spare’ time I was
given at Wilgespruit. On five separate days I got to Fr Sipho’s
office about seven o’clock in the morning, and, apart from
lunch in the canteen, saw no one until supper at seven o’clock
at night. I’'m a very slow reader, and prefer to read one book
slowly and take it in, rather than gulp down miles of print: so,
back home, I dip and dabble a lot, very rarely paying the author
the compliment of reading a book right through. I began to use
the time I was given with a book of Bible studies, but switched
to Sheila Cassidy’s second book, Sharing the Darkness (DLT,
1988), which I wanted to read after seeing it reviewed in the
Chronicle. 1 read it slowly and meditatively, making endless
notes.

I’d been given a ‘sign’ about the book on my first Sunday in
Mohlakeng. The welcome I got was quite overwhelming. One
large Black schoolmistress said, ‘I knew you’d come back to us.
I just knew you’d come back!” Then, in the vestry before the
Parish Eucharist, I had a kind of Damascus Road experience. I
knew that simply in coming back, in simply being there, I was
doing all that I could do, or needed to do. I didn’t have to

22



preach, try to master a bit more of their language (which is
almost unpronounceable to English tongues, although Tswana
doesn’t have those Xhosa ‘clicks’). | wasn’t expected to come up
with solutions, nor even to make progress. It was sufficient
simply to be there.

Sheila Cassidy’s book, which arises out of her truly pain-
ful and glorious work in Plymouth where she is Medical Director
of St Luke’s Hospice, had much to say about the significance of
simply being there:

In the care of the dying, as in many other fields of endeavour, there

comes a time when the carer’s hands are empty, when all the treat-

ment manoeuvres have been explored, all the words of comfort said. It
is then that one is left standing at the foot of the bed, useless, impotent,

wanting more than anything else to run away. (p. 58)

Yet the demand isn’t, of course, only to ‘simply be there’. It is
also in the being there that we come to terms, or begin to come
to terms, or have the possibility of beginning to come to terms
with, our own apparently empty selves. In the Introduction,
Jean Vanier, of L’Arche Community, writes:

To be close to people with handicaps, to live with them and enjoy
their company, you have to be in contact with your own handicaps,
learning to live with them and, I even dare to say, to enjoy their comp-
any. . . . This book is about people who are very earthy and vulnerable;
... So often they feel empty-handed and powerless.

So, both in the welcome at Mohlakeng, and in Sheila’s book, I
was yet again given a truth I constantly need—that I do not
have to rush round like a demented ferret, achieving for God
and getting exhausted for Jesus. At times being there, being
empty, is sufficient.

Sharing the Darkness

But there were other truths in the book which I could apply
to Wilgespruit and to my life in Cotham. First, Sheila is angrily
aware of the importance of political priorities, and politically
influenced budgets:

My complaint is not against individual doctors but rather against a system

of government which spends money on weapons or tax relief for the

rich while people in state hospitals lie curled up in pain which could be
relieved. (p. 14)
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While often being overwhelmed by the day-to-day demands and
opportunities of hospice caring, she still holds on very clearly to
the need for the Church to be politically aware, involved and
critical of a society that locks its handicapped in institutions:

And the resources are not allocated because as a society we place our
values elsewhere: upon raising the standards of living of a minority and
then defending that way of life to such an extent that there are not
enough resources to provide adequate housing and medical care and
education for all. (p. 57)

To care for one’s neighbours is no limitation of vision, but an
all-embracing demand, running just the same risk of being
swamped by corporate insensitivity as she and her co-workers
risk in the corridors of the hospice.

Much of the chapter ‘Disciples Alone’ is about our stewardship
of resources, personal, national, natural and global. I felt at
Wilgespruit that these concerns are highlighted in the training
programmes, but also complemented and taken further by the
wide social concern of the Fellowship. From time to time it
makes a priority of bringing to the attention of the government
the terrible effects at ground level of its legislation. It takes the
trouble to gather together large numbers of concerned people
for the task of changing government priorities that can never be
done by individuals. Corporate caring action is shown, too, by
both the Network for the Homeless and the Sanctuary Movement.
That is something to be brought back home.

Secondly, Sheila is aware of how easily we reduce the Gospel:

It is easy to domesticate the prophets in the same way that we tame the
gospel and lose sight of how threatening what they said must have been
to those who heard it. (p. 11)

We no longer stare in wonder at the newness of Christ’s com-
mand (and offer) of unconditional love; too often we do not
even attempt to rebuke without humiliating, or to condemn sin
without leaving the sinner in despair. We opt for the easy, rather
than living with the tensions:

. . . the pastor [must] hold correction, forgiveness and hope together in
one package, so that the consciousness of woundedness and sin is not
the burden that crushes us, but rather the impulse to a change of heart.
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She quotes the Benedictine monk, Tom Cullinan:

The trouble is that we have taken hold of a stallion and we have dom-

esticated it into a sort of riding-school pony: but the gospel is really a

stallion that cannot be domesticated. (p.37)

In the same vein we are given a wonder-full description of a
foot-washing ceremony Sheila saw at L’ Arche. The almost savage
contrast of this moving scene with the liturgically domesticated
cathedral ritual we know challenges our attempts to diminish
the gospel, and our yearning for ‘safety first’. She also suggests
that it is easier to re-enact the gospel with bread and wine than
to rediscover it in washing feet. We are forever domesticating
the devastating.

This time round I felt less able to judge those White priests
who don’t confront apartheid for fear of losing their flock.
Instead, I wonder guiltily why I settle so often for the com-
forting, the helpful and the merely entertaining, leaving the
prophetic ‘to a more convenient season’. The claims and prom-
ises of the gospel are shattering, yet how often have I ever come
near Henri Perrin’s directive to the Worker Priests, “‘We have to
live such a quality of life that those nearest to us say, “God must
exist for that person to live like that!™’

Thirdly, Sheila realizes that we need to know that we are
loved as we are. It is this confidence that makes the whole book
so worth prayerful, careful absorption, and this conviction runs
all through it, especially in the darker revelations. Jean Vanier
in the Introduction describes Sheila ‘not as someone very, very
special, but rather as someone quite ordinary, but knowing she
is loved by her God.’

That sounds to me like a flat contradiction. I don’t know
where my own doubt and denial lie, in the feeling of the head
or the thinking of the heart, or in any vice versa or combination,
but I only have a conviction that if I were to know truly that I
am loved by God I’d be transforming and transformed. Some
years ago I heard a meditation which ran:

Hallowe’en remembers those who deny they are loved by God,
All Souls’ remembers those who doubt they are loved by God,
but
All Saints’ remembers those who know they are loved by God.

Sheilais, I believe, very, very remarkable; vulnerable, demanding,
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difficult (she says so herself), journeyingto and in the beatitudes.

Lastly, Sharing the Darkness is a book about caring for the
dying and accepting the fact of death. Dying is inevitable;
it cannot be avoided. The Christian life is to be viewed from the
perspective of the Passion. Christ in his pilgrimage from Palm
Sunday to Easter showed that it is in dying that we come to
new life. Yet in South Africa there are many people who also
want to take an easy option, who live in the hope that abandoning
apartheid can, with enough prayer and patience (and sufficient
interventions from God himself), happen without any suffering,
any dying. But this book reminds us that we have so much to
learn from the dying.

But both in Wilgespruit and back home there must be a sense
in which dyingis a continual activity; we die to what we believe,
value, hope for, love, and live by, and in the empty-handed
letting-go already lies the possibility of an Easter experience.
“‘You are those who have continued with me in my trials,’ said
Jesusin the Gospel of Luke (Lk. 23:28). Easter could only come
after the screaming to have this particular cup taken away: ‘Does
it have to be like this?’, and after Good Friday, ‘Why have you
left me utterly alone? I thought you’d still be with me!’

I met many Black people who have been savagely tortured,
and who look for a society based upon justice and peace, in that
order. I feel that they know about dying and rising again, about
the necessity of some kind of similar experience, in human terms,
of Gethsemane and Golgotha. Years and years of repression and
fear won’t vanish by peaceful legislation and patient progress.‘In
getting from here to there we must be ready to follow Christ
completely.” Sheila Cassidy’s book shows that to be a possi-
bility —however many miles we may be from Johannesburg.

Neville Boundy is a Priest Associate of SLG. This article is based
on a talk he gave to a group of Sisters at Fairacres.




BOOKS

CLERGY STRESS: The Hidden Conflicts in Ministry, by Mary
Anne Coate. SPCK, 1989, £5.95.

Gr-r-r—there go, my heart’s abhorrence!
Water your damned flower-pots, do!

If hate killed men, Brother Lawrence,
God’s blood, would not mine kill you!

Inappropriate thoughts in Christian communities evidently go
back as far as Robert Browning’s Spanish cloister, and no doubt
a great deal farther. But it has remained for this analytic and
therapeutic age to bring to light the extent of strain and stress
among those called to a way of life where such things may be
considered (by those who have never thought very deeply) dis-
reputable or even unmentionable. It may be said at once that
Mary Ann Coate, a clinical psychologist with the Westminster
Pastoral Foundation, has performed this service admirably. Her
aim in this book is ‘to bring together theological and psych-
ological insights’, and although she herself calls this ‘a tall order’,
she has been very skilful in showing how the two disciplines, or
accounts of human nature, feed into, and react upon, one
another. The style is both jargon-free and sympathetic—she does
not write as one who is above the battle, but is prepared to give
glimpses into her own past difficulties and learning experiences.
And incidentally, the title Clergy Stress, is somewhat inadequate
to the contents, for the author speaks not only of the ordained
members of the churches but also of religious communities,
clergy families, and occasionally of Jewish rabbis. Is this not an
interesting observation?

. . it may be useful to reflect on the way in which Israel continues to
be vilified in the international community and the world’s press, often
portrayed as ‘cruel’, ‘terrorist’ or the like. This is not to condone
cruelty or terrorism in any form or by any country, but just to ask
whether there is something in the expectations invested in Israel as the
inheritor of the symbolism of the chosen people of God that gives rise
to such strong expressions of condemnation when she ‘fails’. (pp. 38-9)

Throughout the book Ms Coate makes use of five imaginary
figures in her ‘case histories’ and explores the causes of their
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various kinds of stress: John, the young single priest in his parish;
Anne, a Religious Sister teaching in a comprehensive school;
Peter, a Free Church minister with troubles at home: Elizabeth,
a lay worker about to be made deacon, but at present ‘stuck’ at
that level; and Robert, a parish priest of 57, who is trying to
withstand his bishop’s suggestion of in-service training at his age
and stage! The author obviously knows the field well. These are
not just straw figures designed for the consulting-room. I felt as
thought I had known all of them both in their distresses and in
the limitations of the help that seemed to be available to them
(not always through the fault of would-be helpers). I particularly
appreciated the story of Robert who, having unconsciously
withdrawn from the more painful demands of his ministry,
thinks that he is well enough as he is and asks only to be left
alone. It isall too easy for the Roberts of the Church to be over-
looked among the more obvious and dramatic cases of stress.

Perhaps the only omission to be noted here is that the author
seldom mentions the subject of money! Yet in a society like ours
it is often a powerful factor in situations of stress. One cannot,
as we are frequently reminded, solve problems by throwing
money at them, but financial help—as discreet and un-heavy-
handed as possible—may often help to tip the balance in times
of crisis.

Having set out her case histories, the author then takes us
into some of the basics of psychology, under the heading of
‘Untying the Human Bundle’. Throughout the book she makes
frequent reference to ‘the intensity and primary importance of
childhood experience’, but she also says that this is ‘by no
means universally accepted and is difficult to prove’ (p. 53).
This lack of dogmatism, together with the ability to explain
such terms as ‘transference’ and ‘projection’ to the uninitiated,
makes for persuasive reading. At the same time there is the
occasional cold douche: Religious may hear with dismay what
is said about the use of the title ‘Mother’:

It does, of course, happen in women’s religious communities, but this

often both expresses and facilitates a regression to a family model of

functioning that is unhelpful to a group of people trying to live to-

gether as adults. (p. 162)

The areas of stress for ministers (from Elijah, Paul and Martha
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onwards) are described under ‘The Strain of Caring’, ‘The Strain
of Relating to God’, ‘The Strain of Proclaiming’, and ‘The Strain
of ‘Being’. All these are skilfully described and illustrated, and
they refer of course to the various forms of ministry as we ex-
perience them now. One might ask if the greater degree of self-
awareness and acceptance of one’s own humanity, as desired by
Ms Coate, does not call for some transformation of our ministries,
—or are they already being transformed, through the growth of
‘collaborative ministry’ and a new relationship between clergy
and laity, i.e., between those who were always meant to give and
those who for the most part expected to receive? To me, at
least, it seems as though the Church has been led to fight back
against the loneliness of modern society and to try much harder
than she used to, to heal the loneliness of her own members.

Yet we, and the dramatis personae of this book, are not only
Christians and ministers, we are also citizens of the age and
society in which we live. Perhaps not enough attention is paid
to this fact in the descriptions of clergy stress—the fact that,
like our neighbours, we live in a general climate of anxiety, and
one moreover in which the simple invitation of God’s grace
seems hard to accept or even to recognize. Thus in the last
chapter ‘What to do about it’, which contains much good prac-
tical advice, I was disappointed by one thing, all the more
surprising in a book which shows so much religious under-
standing: namely, the lack of reference to the final succour of
God ‘when other helpers fail and comforts flee’. It is not at all
that one should be looking for some pious panacea at the end,
like the answers so temptingly placed at the back of old-
fashioned maths textbooks. It is just to have some indication of
what at the end of nearly two thousand years are the meaning
and force of that old invitation: ‘Come to me, all that labour
and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest.’

+ PATRICK RODGER



THE ORTHODOX LITURGY: The Development of the
Eucharistic Liturgy in the Byzantine Rite by Hugh Wybrew.
SPCK, 1989, £8.95.

The fruits of ecumenical encounter are diverse and often unex-
pected. Long association with another Christian tradition, in
this case the Eastern Christian tradition of the Byzantine or
Orthodox churches, has led Fr Hugh Wybrew not, for instance,
to a spiritual diary such as Basil Pennington’s O Holy Mountain
or to an ecumenical memoir such as Irina Findlow’s Journey Into
Unity, but to a concise, readable and highly informative histor-
ical study of the Orthodox Liturgy. Bishop Kallistos’s admission
in the Foreword that such a book, ‘clear yet detailed, sympa-
thetic yet not uncritical’, has long been needed for Eastern and
Western Christians alike, testifies to the benefits gained by all
when any one tradition is engaged ‘from outside’.

But Fr Hugh does not, one suspects, will not, write with the
overly meticulous ‘objectivity’ of a professional liturgiologist.
That is not his aim. This book arises out of his long personal
encounter with the Orthodox tradition of worship, and it seeks
to help others understand that sometimes baffling tradition in
an accessible way. As he explains in his Preface,

I have written the kind of book I should like to have read when I first
began my study of the Liturgy. It is not at all intended for the expert in
either the history of Christian worship or the Orthodox Christian trad-
ition. It ismeant for those who have had some experience of the Liturgy,
and are curious about its shape and content. It attempts to sketch the
history of the Liturgy by describing at each stage of its development for
which there is evidence, what it was like to take part in the Eucharist of
the Orthodox East. (p. ix)

The nine chapters that follow succeed with notable skill.

Those who are familiar with the diachronic style of the
American novelist, James Michener, will enjoy something of a
similar effect in this study. Michener, you may recall, likes to
weave his story around a geographical location and set of
families by plotting their respective histories from era to era. Of
course, we expect an historical description of the Liturgy to
move step by step through time, but in the case of this study,
focusing as it does on the rites of the church in Constantinople
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and its significant ecclesiastical personalities (for example, John
Chrysostom, Maximus the Confessor, Patriarch Germanos and
Nicholas Cabasilas), appreciation of continuities and discontin-
uities is enhanced through concern largely with a single place
and its people.

Chapter Four on the Eucharist in Constantinople in John
Chrysostom’s time ischaracteristic of the composite presentation
which Fr Hugh seeks to convey in each chapter. A brief bio-
graphical introduction to Chrysostom himself establishes a
personal point of contact. It is followed by a description of the
church in question, in this case the great Church of the Holy
Wisdom; then of the eucharistic liturgy itself and especially its
innovative aspects. What would the Liturgy have been like?
Chrysostom, he explains,

entered with his attendant clergy through the central, royal, doors
leading from the narthex into the nave. He was preceded by lights and
incense, and by a deacon carrying the book of the Gospels. When the
procession reached the sanctuary the Gospels were placed on the altar
as a symbol of Christ, the Word of God, and the clergy went to their
respective places. The bishop gave the greeting: ‘Peace be with you all’,
to which the people responded: ‘And with your spirit’. He then ascended
the throne for the readings. From Chrysostom’s sermons it is clear that
there was often a great deal of noise in the church at the beginning of
the service, and it might take some time before anything like silence
was achieved. (p. 50)

The noise, he reminds us, did not always subside, even for
Bishop John the ‘golden-tongued’. The Bishop had cause to
complain of those who cracked jokes not only during his
sermons, but during the prayers too!

This ‘depictive’ approach is enhanced by the author’s adept
interweaving of significant and, from the point of view of his
liturgical description, formative moments in the history of the
Church and its doctrines into his description of the buildings,
places and people. His treatment of the iconoclast controversy
exemplifies this synthetic presentation. The integration of
Christian Liturgy into the total experience of the Church in
history is forcefully apparent.

But the author is at his best, I think, in his ability to depict
these rather exotic liturgies and their architectural settings
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which become increasingly inseparable, in a way that is clear
without being overly complicated. Take, for instance, his des-
cription of the ninth century New Church built in Constant-
inople soon after the iconoclastic period:

Worshippers, entering such a church, entered an image of the universe.
In the dome, symbolizing heaven, from which light streamed down,
they saw Christ Pantocrator, ruling the universe he had created and
redeemed. In the highest vaults around the dome they saw the heavenly
hosts of angels. In the conch of the apse, the next highest space, they
saw the Mother of God, symbol of the Church. From the upper parts of
the walls, in their due order, the saints confronted them. They them-
selves, though still on earth, in the lowest part of the church, yet knew
and could see that here and now they had fellowship with the saints
and angels, and dared even to claim their part in the life of the glorified
Christ, in whom they could hope to share in the hidden yet myster-
iously revealed life of the Holy Trinity. For they had entered a church
which was not only a visual proclamation of the gospel, but an icon of
that salvation which it made available for their appropriation.

(pp. 107-38)
And where he fears his descriptions will not suffice, architectural
ground-plans are provided.

As the history of the liturgy proceeds towards its fifteenth
century consolidation, some readers may feel distanced from
the narrative by foreign terms and allusions. Those familiar with
Orthodox theology and history will know what an ‘icondule’ is,
but many will not. Nor is Gregory of Palamas or his defence of
‘hesychast’ monks likely to be comprehensible to those who
come to the book only with an experience of the Orthodox
Liturgy itself. To supplement the short bibliography and the
comparative table of the ‘Life of Christ’ symbolism used by
various ancient commentators, a glossary of terms would have
been helpful. But that is a small point.

The concluding Epilogue offers Western Christians significant
food for thought about our increasingly unexamined pre-
suppositions about the meaning of the Eucharist and the way it
is celebrated. Fr Hugh is sure that without our stepping back-
ward in time the Orthodox liturgy has much to teach us:

There is a contemplative quality about the Liturgy and other Orthodox
services from which Western Christians may have something to learn.
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Contemporary Western worship is sometimes so active that it can seem
busy and be distracting. Liturgical prayer is punctuated by directions to
sit, stand or kneel. The flow of the service is interrupted by announce-
ments of page,hymn and eucharistic prayer numbers. The goal intended
is full congregational participation. But the result can sometimes be
restless and unprayerful. Revised services provide for silence to be kept
at certain moments, but it is more often indicated than prayerfully used.
It may be that in a busy, activist world Christians need worship which is
not busy and activist. Perhaps something of the contemplative quality
of Orthodox worship could impart to Western worship a dimension it
has either never had, or is in danger of losing. (pp. 179—80)

I am sure he is right. If acknowledged, however, his points will
have practical consequences for the way we do and experience
our own Western rites. What might they be? That must be the
theme of Hugh Wybrew’s next book!

CHARLES MILLER

Charles Miller is Warden of St Gregory and St Macrina House,
in Oxford.

THE WORD IS VERY NEAR YOU: A Guide to Praying with
Scripture by Martin Smith SSJE. Darton, Longman and Todd,
1990. £7.95. PRAYER JOURNAL by Joyce Huggett. Marshall
Pickering, 1990. £5.99.

Who can identify the hidden persuaders that lie behind the
current proliferation of books about prayer? Those who buy
them in sufficient quantities and with sufficient frequency to
make them a safe commercial proposition for publishers are
probably buying hope. Like books on dieting they make an
appeal to our unquenchable conviction that given the right
formula the shape of our lives, bodily or spiritual, can be
changed for the better. But if any real change is to be effected
we shall need encouragement to do something about it, day by
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day and not just theorize and make passing resolutions. These
two books fall within the rare category of those that really help
and encourage the reader who wants to pray to begin, to begin
anew, and to persevere. One reason why they speak with such
authority is that they are both written from long experience of
of seeking God with patient confidence and compassionately
guiding and supporting others in their own search.

Martin Smith, as he explains in his Preface, wrote his book in
response to a need which he increasingly felt for a guide which
would show that the meditative use of Scripture is compatible
with a well grounded interpretation of the Bible and not merely
a fundamentalist approach. Such a guide would also need to
suggest passages for those not familiar with the Bible to use,
and tackle some fundamental preliminary questions about who
God is and how he is encountered in prayer. As he says early on
in the book:

Again and again in trying to initiate men and women into the practice
of meditating with Scripture I have found myself wanting to be able
to put into their hands a book that would give them the help they
were asking for, and to make it available to those who had no oppor-
tunity to receive personal coaching in prayer. Rather than wait for
someone else to produce just what was called for, I set about creating
it myself. (p. 11)

The book is subtitled A Guide to Praying with the Scriptures
and the heart of it consists of a detailed consideration of three
distinct ways of doing just this. They can be identified by their
chapter headings, ‘Entering into the Stories’, ‘Taking in the
Word® and ‘Gazing’. Each method is clearly outlined and step by
step guidelines are supplied. There are also, as throughout the
book, very pertinent quotations from conversations or letters
which have the effect of bridging theory and practice, bringing
them together and keeping the scale lifesize. The author is
skilful in keeping in touch with his reader in a warm and direct
way. The methods of prayer suggested are not novel, but they
are described in such a way that they will be readily accessible
to people of all kinds,with widely varying temperaments. Here
we have ‘user friendly’ counsel indeed.

The last section of the book contains a series of ‘clusters’ of
themes and quotations for use in prayer. As they are designed
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to help those unfamiliar with the Bible I am not in a position to
evaluate them justly. The content seems solid and nourishing
but the presentation a bit haphazard in layout, and there is the
small but not insuperable problem of persuading a fat paper-
back to stay open face upwards for glancing at during prayer.

The real strength of this book, it seems to me, lies in the
introductory chapters. Martin Smith well sees that before a
learner can profitably get on to the ‘How to set about it’ of
praying with Scripture there are a number of basic preliminary
questions which must be confronted seriously. Why do you
want to read a book about prayer? Why now? Where does your
desire for prayer—for God—come from? Who is the God to
whom we pray? Who do you think you are to enter into conver-
sation with him? These and other related matters are dealt with
succinctly and well. The ‘When’ and ‘Where’ of personal prayer,
finding a possible time and place, and the essential role of the
body are considered in helpful detail.

The chapter, ‘The Trinity in our Praying with Scripture’, is
particularly valuable because it memorably sets forth, in a way
relevant to all Christian living and prayer, our dependence upon
and journey homeward to the Trinity. As he says at the end of
the previous chapter:

. .. it is worth pausing to reflect why it is so important to dwell on
these questions of human identity and the Christian doctrine of the
Trinity. Prayer taught as a technique is valueless. We could toy with
certain methods of praying with Scripture passages for a while, but
unless we are prepared to go to the root of what we expect and desire
in our relationship with God prayer will soon wither. A superficial
competence in certain spiritual techniques is short-lived and valueless.
What counts is our readiness to explore for ourselves at first hand the
mystery of God, the God revealed in Good Friday, Easter and
Pentecost. (p. 39)

Finally the reader is given a necessary reminder that prayer is
a work asking for patience and perseverance. We need patience
with ourselves as we grow into acquiring this habit, patience in
the face of recurring distractions—and he makes clear the need
to discern of what kind these are and respond appropriately—
and patience with the experience of simply being unable to
pray when God seems to be absent. I was vividly reminded of a
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prayer I learnt from a Sister from Grandchamp: ‘O God, you
are everywhere present . . . How come I am always some place
else?’

‘T wish I had the courage to insist that this book begin with a
good number of blank pages . . . ° writes Martin Smith
engagingly at the start, and the very day on which I read those
words the post brought a review copy of a book which does
consists largely of blank pages, and which, it seems to me, is
also a real winner. Joyce Huggett’s Prayer Journal is cased very
attractively in hard covers with good stiff shiny pages. It invites
use.

The journal is divided into these five sections: ‘Giving
Thanks,” ‘Looking Back,” ‘Requesting,” ‘Prayer for Others’ and
‘Prayer Jottings’. The types of prayer described under each of
these headings may be recognized by some under their more
traditional names such as thanksgiving, contrition, petition and
intercession. But the very fact that the author does not use
traditional jargon but introduces each of the sections in a
warmly personal way does a lot to encourage the hesitant
starter. Each section has a page or two of introduction, and
then a good number of blank pages appropriately headed for
use. These have either a verse of Scripture or a brief quotation
from some real ‘theologian’, that is to say a man or woman of
prayer, unobtrusively in one corner. I find many old friends
here and it gives me a welcome sense of praying in company.
The book also has a sprinkling of sensitive drawings by John
Harding, gentle, enlivening visual aids.

The attractiveness of the book should mislead no-one into
thinking that the prayer Joyce Huggett is commending is any-
thing easy or merely superficial. There is much distilled wisdom
and solid good counsel in the introductions to each section and
in her own preliminary paragraphs about the practice of keeping
a prayer journal. The recommendations the author makes under
the heading ‘Praying for Others’ seemed to me especially good.
She makes it clear that often intercession is not an easy thing.

When we are being prompted to pray in this way, the situations we
become prayerfully involved in may be deep and complex—not the
kind where instant answers can be expected or sought. That is why I
call this kind of prayer holding prayer. By holding prayer I simply
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mean that we hold the person, people or situation into the tri-une love

of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit.

She knows too that praying for others may sometimes need
following up by action, as Martin Smith says, ‘Meditation leads
us not only to contemplation but to intercession and to the
offering of ourselves for action for the fulfillment of God’s will
in the world.” Joyce Huggett finds that sometimes consciously
identifying herself with someone she is holding in prayer gives
her an insight as to whether there is any action she might take.

But while I am interceding in this way, I do try to place myself in the

shoes of the people for whom I am burdened, to look at life from

their perspective and to ask God to show me whether there is anything

practical I can do to alleviate their suffering . . .

Some people may not find the quotations, the illustrations or
the suggested sections to their taste, and may well prefer to
borrow the idea and buy a plain loose leaf notebook to adapt to
their own scheme. If this happens I guess the author will be the
first to feel that she has not laboured in vain and that God is
getting his share of the royalties! For myself I am pleased to
discover how things that I have ordinarily written in a series of
notebooks, an intercession book, and a kind of commonplace
book can profitably be contained between one pair of covers.

Here we have two books with very different approaches to
our ‘impossible God’. Both of them, I hope and believe, are
going to make prayer meaningful in a new way for those who
use them; in particular that prayer which Mother Mary Clare
insists is ‘God’s activity in us and not a self-activity.’

SISTER BARBARA JUNE SLG
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HOW TO READ CHURCH HISTORY, Volume I: From the
Beginnings to the Fifteenth Century by Jean Comby. SCM Press,
1986, £6.50.

HOW TO READ CHURCH HISTORY, Volume II: From the
Reformation to the Present Day by Jean Comby with Diarmaid
MacCulloch. SCM Press, 1989, £8.50.

Both of these volumes are splendid, readable resource books;
they enable the reader to travel quickly through the centuries of
Church history. Each chapter consists of narrative describing
particular events or people or institutions. In addition, they
include documents which are the sources of this information.
These documents appear in various forms: maps, line drawings,
charts and actual texts from the period. The books are well
printed with a good use of typeface, space and drawings.

Some periods have inevitably been passed over rather quickly,
but the books suggest sensible sources for further reading. These
books will be well used by individuals or groups attempting
to understand how Christianity has emerged, expanded and
developed through various stages of history. It enables the
reader to visualize the towns, provinces and empires in which
the Gospel is rooted. The author of these books does not
separate Church history from the wider history of the world in
which it is set. Here we come to understand how Christians are
affected by the political, social and economic developments in
the wider world that shape and determine the life of the Church.
Both volumes suggest a reading and word plan.

I wonder, however, if there might not have been space given
to explore the nature of history and our attitude to the way
traditions are handed down through Church history. We must,
of course, attempt to apprehend history so that we can under-
stand how the past lives. We can be nourished and refreshed by
this apprehension. As Christians we should use history in our
living, but how do we do so? As John Drury has written:

Some believe that tradition survives by insulation from time and change,
others by participation in them. (The Independent, 27 February 1988)

So. our understanding of history is important. Might there not
have been more attention to this in these admirable volumes? In
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particular, it is important that we understand how Church hist-
ory is used in the arguments for and against particular pieces of
change within the Christian tradition. These books can certainly
go some way to helping us apprehend the tradition so that,
together, whatever our attitude to it, we can live it anew and
afresh today.

If you have a parish library then these books and other
manuals in the SCM teaching series will be a must. Parts of the
books may well be used to help strengthen the content of
teaching in the parish.

JAMES WOODWARD
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New Fairacres Publication

A KIND OF WATERSHED: An Anglican lay view
of Sacramental Confession by Christine North.
SLG Press 1990 (Fairacres Publication 111). Price £1.25

The watershed shown on the front cover is Striding Edge in the
Helvellyn area of the Lake District. The shadow on the one side
of the ridge and the light on the other are a striking visual image
of the experience of forgiveness and new life which the author
has come to associate with repentance. Her personal intro-
duction to this sacrament explains why to go and how to set
about it.

As Michael Mayne says in his Foreword, ‘Those who have
known that sense of liberation, even resurrection, within the
context of sacramental confession will not need Chris North’s
words to confirm their own experience. Others who are
ignorant or suspicious of this good Anglican practice, may be
reassured and encouraged to explore for themselves this most
costly yet rewarding of ways of encountering the grace of God.’

CHRISTINE NORTH is an Honours Graduate of Reading University.
After her marriage in 1964 she and her husband spent some years in
Zambia, where their three daughters were born. Since returning to
England she has been a Medical Social Worker, and is now actively
engaged in prison visiting.

We are grateful to Alan Newbury for permission to use the photograph
on the front cover.
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A Fairacres Publication
Suitable for Eastertide

A TASTE OF LIBERTY by A. M. Allchin. SLG Press, 1982 (Fairacres
Publication 83). Price: £1.00.

Through the mysteries of the Cross and Resurrection Christians enter into
an amazing liberty. They receive the manifold gifts of the Spirit to live in
communion with each other and with the whole angelic world, and to grow
from glory to glory beyond their natural limitations in time and space.

These four addresses, originally given to the Fellowship of St Alban and
St Sergius at the Greek Monastery of Hosios Loukas, draw on the writings
of Lancelot Andrewes and Richard Hooker, the Orthodox Liturgy, and the
hymnody of the Wesleys and Welsh Methodists. Canon Allchin has allowed
these various voices to speak out of the British Christian tradition in order
to discover the harmony between Christian East and West in questions
which touch the very heart of our life and prayer.
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