





COMMUNITY NOTES

In the last Chronicle 1 mentioned the forthcoming 125th
anniversary of the founding of the Society of St John the
Evangelist. The shared meetings we had with the SSJE brethren
in August, which went on at the same time as our building
work, were both stimulating and enjoyable. What the workmen
made of these oddly attired men we shall never know. The final
Eucharist, which we held on the big lawn coincided with a large
delivery of bricks, but each group got on with its own work,
and I hope the activities of each enhanced the other’s.

The building programme is now about three weeks behind
schedule and is likely to get increasingly behind as winter takes
hold. That being so, we do not anticipate having Fellowship
House fully available for guests until after Easter. I draw the
attention of our UK readers to the notice about bookings
enclosed with this Chronicle.

Many of you have enquired about Burwash. At the time of
writing it remains unsold. Sisters Adrian and Mary Margaret are
in residence in St Bernard, the former chaplain’s house, and
they have a simple chapel in one of the upstairs rooms where
they continue to say the Office by day and by night. The
Eucharist is celebrated in the house each week and they attend
the local church on Sundays. Due to Sister Adrian’s superb
organizing skills a huge Pickfords van collected goods from
there for Bede House, Boxmoor and Fairacres. Everything
arrived at the right destination! Although the ward in the
Infirmary is full of items which we hope to use in the new
building, we do seem to have absorbed or disposed of every-
thing. In doing so we have made many new contacts. These
include the Pestalozzi Childrens’ Village; the Malt House Trust,
a small lay community which cares for people in need; and
Chichester Diocesan Family Welfare Centre.

At the First Vespers of Advent, November 30th, Judith
Forrai was received as a Postulant. On 12th September we
received Sue Morgan as a Postulant Oblate, and on 27th
October Oblate Sister Ann made her First Promises. During the
summer it became clear to Sister Jane Antony that she was
being called to join the Roman Catholic Church, and she
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consequently asked for release from her monastic vows in this
Community. Jane has subsequently been accepted as a Novice
in a Roman Catholic community. Sister Christine is now in
charge of the SLG Press.

‘Many Chronicle readers are members of the Fellowship of the
Love of God; I am sure many of you know that FLG was begun
with a group of supporters in Scotland. In response to a number
of requests I plan to visit Scotland next year and, with Sister
Helen Columba, conduct a retreat for members of FLG and
Community friends. It will be held in Dunblane from the after-
noon of March 9th to the afternoon of March 11th. It is
certainly not limited to people living north of the border, but as
the only Fellowship Retreat during recent years has been held
in the south of England we wanted an opportunity for retreat
for friends in the north, especially as visitors’ accommodation at
Fairacres has been so limited recently. Please contact Miss
Shirley Pitchford, 10 Howard Street, Edinburgh, EH3 5JP
(telephone: 031 557 3562), if you wish to attend. Bookings
need to be finalized by the end of December at the very latest.
When vou apply please send a deposit of £10, and make your
cheque payable to Miss Shirley Pitchford.

We are planning to have a Community month from January
20th to February 20th here at Fairacres, and at the other
Houses as is possible for them. This will be a time to absorb and
carry forward some of the topics which were discussed at the
meetings with SSJE, when we were both looking at our ‘roots’
and at our hopes for the life to which we are called.

One of the challenges which faces us all and which Christians
particularly focus upon at Christmas is that of peace. How can
we speak of it in a world tearing itself apart? How speak of
peace to .a parent whose fourteen-year-old son committed sui-
cide because, as the note he left said, ‘I cannot bear the suffer-
ing all over the world any longer’? ‘Have peace in your hearts
and thousands around you will be converted,” said Saint Sera-
phim of Sarov. It is only in the small patch of our own heart
that this struggle can begin, not by cutting ourselves off from
the rest of humanity, but by opening our hearts to those of
other cultures, faiths, and no faith. Perhaps the awareness that
our tiny actions in and for Love do matter is one of the gifts
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Terry Waite has brought back from his ordeal.

Our hearts and minds are continually being enlarged. Sister
Rosemary spent two months at the Amaravati Buddhist Centre
at Great Gaddesdon, and found that the monastic tradition in
both Christianity and Buddhism has much in common. I hope
that in a future issue of the Chronicle she will share some of
that experience with our readers. Early in the new year we are
looking forward to two lectures from Dr Jonathan Webber on
the chapters of Exodus which relate to the Passover. These will
be in preparation for a celebration of the Passover Seder at our
third meeting. Dr Webber is a social anthropologist and Fellow
in Jewish Social Studies at the Oxford Centre for Post-Graduate
Studies whom we have come to know through Sister Edmée’s
time at Leo Baeck College, where he is an occasional lecturer on
the weekly Bible readings.

All these experiences are stimulating, but unless they help to
deepen our awareness of God’s action in our world they remain
merely stimulating, and not a means to increase that dialogue in
which Father Gilbert told us we need to engage:

There must be dialogue in patience and charity; then something seems

to tumn up that wasn’t there before.

These tiny hidden encounters of ours, and many more like
them, are taking place throughout the world. They happen not
with a blueprint or even an agenda, but with a desire to be open
to perceive how the heart of the ‘other’ is engaged in the search
for God and his praise and peace. So we send you our greetings
for Christmas and pray that whatever your circumstances you
may know that ‘peace which passeth understanding’.

Here at Fairacres and in all our Houses we shall be decorating
on Christmas Eve, listening to the carol service from King’s
College, Cambridge, and after Vespers singing ‘Come down
through all the world tonight and heal the hearts of men’.
Before Vespers on Christmas Day we shall process into Chapel
with lit candles and gather round the Crib to give thanks to God
for the birth of his Son, and include in that thanksgiving all of
you, our families and our friends. With every good wish and
blessing for Christmas and the New Year from each of us.

MOTHER SLG



THE POETRY OF VISION, THE PROSE OF TRIALS
The Dark Nights of St John of the Cross

SISTER EILEEN MARY SLG

As John of the Cross lay dying in the Carmelite Friary of Ubeda
four hundred years ago, on 7 December 1591, he asked for
verses from the Song of Songs to be read to him. As he listened
he was heard to murmur, ‘O que preciosas margaritas!—What
precious pearls.” As in life, so in death this Old Testament poem
was the spiritual food which sustained him as he passed from
this world to the next. The quality of love which he found there
forms the background of all John’s teaching on the Dark Night
of the soul. Despite the darkness, fear, and seeming abandon-
ment, love is God’s meaning. Darkness and light are held
together within the glorious mystery of the otherness of God
who can only reveal himself to us in the measure in which we
try to accept him as he is. For we are often only interested in a
God who will assuage our hopes and calm our fears. But these
things can only happen as the centre of our lives moves away
from ourselves to him. Within the emptiness and silence of the
Dark Night we sense the reality behind the self-created images.
So John is not concerned with satisfying wishful thinking:
... we are not writing on pleasing and delightful themes addressed to
the kind of spiritual people who like to approach God along sweet and
satisfying paths. (Prologue to The Ascent of Mount Carmel. 8)
His appeal is to the young in heart of every age who will per-
severe in seeking God in the darkness, rather than in spite of it.
O night more Iovely than the dawn!
O night that has united
The Lover with His beloved,
Transforming the beloved in her Lover,
(Dark Night.5)
However, John does not underestimate the pain and bewil-
derment that the soul will experience:
Where have You hidden,
Beloved, and left me moaning? ...
I went out calling You, and You were gone.

(Spiritual Cantricle.1)



The way is one of love and trust rather than of intellectual
understanding which soon finds itself out of its depth:
The higher he ascends
The less he understands,
Because the cloud is dark
Which lit up the night.
(I Entered Into Unknowing. 5)

The capacity to love God is infused into the heart of every
Christian, although we may sometimes find this difficult to
believe in our own case! For though John’s teaching is
expressed in the technical language of scholastic theology, he
himself relied rather on the heart than on the head. So he
explains to Mother Anne of Jesus, to whom he dedicated his
Spiritual Canticle,

Even though Your Reverence lacks training in scholastic theology by

which the divine truths are understood, you are not wanting in

mystical theology which is known through love and by which one not
only knows but at the same time experiences.
(Prologue to The Spiritual Canticle. 3)
‘Mystical theology’ is not something elitist or esoteric. It is that
core of faith which maintains a personal relationship with God
even when he is experienced as felt absence rather than felt
presence.

The Dark Nights and the Soul

John’s poetry of the Dark Night was in no way sentimental,
for it sprang from a life which was always hard and sometimes
terrifying. Even as he lay peacefully dying with the words of the
Song of Songs on his lips, his material situation was far from
ideal. Apart from the physical pain of his last illness, he had not
been made welcome in the Friary to which he had come for
medical treatment. The Inquisition was plotting against him
and, had he survived, his works could have been destroyed and
he himself imprisoned, or worse. Like John, we need the poetry
of vision and the prose of trials to be held together if our
Christian life is to be real and wholesome.

We do not have to abandon the insights of the twentieth
century for John’s teaching to be helpful for us today. But we
do need to enter with imagination and sympathy into his world
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during the time that we are studying his writings. Otherwise we
shall not be able to discern and use what is applicable to us in
the context of our own society. John’s teaching on the Dark
Nights is based on a particular theory about the make-up of the
human person. It is of his time, but this does not invalidate the
truth of his doctrine for us today. The human components of
which he speaks are in us too, even though we can no longer
discuss them in separate compartments as he did. Even so, John
is well aware that the spirit affects the senses and vice versa,
although he only describes one aspect at a time.

For John the Dark Nights do their work in and through a
human body which contains a sensual-soul and a spiritual-soul.
We share the former with the animal world, for in common with
animals we possess the senses of sight, hearing, touch, taste and
smell, together with memories of past pleasure or pain
associated with them. These are wonderful gifts through which
we relate to the outside world, but they readily condition us
into believing that their satisfaction is the prime object of life.
In the Active and Passive Nights of Sense we become de-
conditioned; we find ourselves capable of using or not using our
senses freely, as God and a particular situation seem to require.

Unlike the animals, human beings have within them a
spiritual-soul which is capable of more complex powers of
understanding, memory and will. Joy, sorrow, fear and hope are
centred around more permanent and solid loves which often
have great value in themselves. We may think, for example, of
the potency of nationalism, religious culture, love of family or
of a particular work for God. It is because of their innate
goodness that they can so easily escape out of the hierarchy of
love to become lesser gods themselves. Therefore the spiritual-
soul too needs its Active and Passive Nights, whereby these
loves are restored to their rightful place within the all-embracing
love of God. At the top of the map of Mount Carmel which
precedes Book I of The Ascent, we find written, ‘Only the
honour and glory of God dwells on this Mount”.

John does not deny the reality of the deprivation involved,
but if we want the freedom of the children of God there is a
price to be paid. In his opinion, the rewards are so great and the
cost so small in comparison that he is amazed at the fuss that
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we tend to make about suffering:

How amazing and pitiful it is that ... the hand of God, though light
and gentle, should feel so heavy and contrary. For the hand of God
does not press down or weigh upon the soul, but only touches it; and
that mercifully, for God’s aim is to grant it favours and not chastise it.
(Dark Night 1.v.7)

We may need to remind ourselves of this when we read
John’s writings, for at first sight we may feel that there is little
positive doctrine of creation to be found there. We may be
repelled by passages which seem to deny the goodness of
created things and even of human love. Yet whenever we find
an apparent negative in John’s work, we need to look behind it
to the positive which balances it. In his own life there was
ample evidence of love for the natural world, for the brethren
of his Order, and for his own natural family. But there is a right
hierarchy of love, and when this is set in place we are free to
love whom and what we will:

God gathers together all the strength, faculties, and appetites of the
soul, spiritual and sensory alike, that the energy and power of this
whole harmonious composite may be employed in this love. The soul
consequently arrives at the true fulfilment of the first commandment
which, neither disdaining anything human nor excluding it from this
love, states: “You shall love your God with your whole heart and with
your whole mind and with your whole soul and with all your
strength’. (Dark Nighr 11.xi.4)

This is a Gospel affirmation which Christians of any century can
accept.

The Active Night of Sense

We experience the Night throughout our Christian lives, but
as John points out in The Ascent Il.i and ii, the quality and
depth of its darkness varies. The pilgrim sets out in the twilight
of the Nights of Sense, in which he or she has at least some idea
of what is being asked and what is being given. The keynote of
the Active Night of Sense is given in The Ascent 1.xiii.3 and 4:

First, have a habitual desire to imitate Christ in all your deeds by
bringing your life into conformity with His. You must then study His
life in order to know how to imitate Him and behave in all events as
He would.



Second, in order to be successful in this imitation, renounce and
remain empty of any sensory satisfaction that is not purely for the
honour and glory of God. Do this out of love for Jesus Christ. In His
life He had no other gratification, nor desired any other, than the
fulfilment of His Father’s will, which He called His meat and food.
(John 4:34)

This advice may sound over-simplistic to us today. CGur purity
of heart will probably lie in the perseverance by which we go on
trying and the readiness with which we return to God after any
falling-away.

The type of prayer which John is describing is associated
with St Ignatius ILoyola and involves the active use of the
imagination and senses:

A person in this state should be given matter for meditation and dis-
cursive reflection, and he should by himself make interior acts and
profit in spiritual things from the delight and satisfaction of the
senses. (Living Flame of Love, Stanza I[1.32)

Through this interest and delight, John hopes that the soul will
become attached to the things of God and therefore less condi-
tioned by the things of this world. Nowadays the essence of this
form of meditation may have been acquired in less formal ways.
We may have absorbed it through our Christian education, even
through work done for examinations, through spiritual reading
of the Bible, and through literature, plays or fiims. The one
essential is that Jesus becomes for us a living person for whom
we are prepared to sacrifice our lesser gods if necessary. For we
want to become like the one we love.

This will inevitably involve some measure of darkness, pain
and irritation, as props which may seem harmless need to be
abandoned, at least for a time, because we are hooked on them.
So there is no cast-iron rule about what needs to be set aside.
What is harmful for me may not be so for you. In The Ascent
I.xiii.6, John gives a set of recommendations which may repel
modern readers if they are not understood aright:

Endeavour to be inclined always:
not to the easiest, but to the most difficult;
not to the most delightful, but to the harshest;
not to the most gratifying, but to the less pleasant;
not to what means rest for you, but to hard work ...
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So the passage continues in the same vein until we wonder what
kind of God it is who seems to be interested only in our misery!
This is not so. But in the Active Night of Sense he makes us
aware of a potential within us which we have not used and on a
natural level are too fearful or lazy or sceptical to stimulate. We
are asked only to endeavour to give a priority to those things
that we dislike, for those that we prefer are already over-catered
for. If we do this we may find that after a period of constric-
tion, and maybe depression, our horizons will have widened and
our values changed. But this can only happen if we are inspired
by love of the God who made and redeemed us and love for a
self that is so much greater than we realize. Grim stoicism will
accomplish nothing. We need to allow ourselves to listen to the
messages that our senses send us, even though our answer to
them need not necessarily be ‘Yes’.

Myths and fairy tales endure because they say something true
about our human condition. One such story is that of Beauty
and the Beast. In the eyes of young love, the Beast may
represent all that is strange, difficult, humiliating and
undesirable. Beauty has the attractiveness of youth, but her
judgements are narrow and shallow and her ability to love is
small. It is only as she brings herself to embrace the Beast that
he shows himself in his true light as the prince of her dreams. In
union with him her horizons widen, her values change and she
becomes more lovable herself. Christ often comes to us in forms
which we do not recognize or desire. Only as we embrace this
Stranger do we come to find delight and consolation in what he
represents. For we ourselves are changing.

The Passive Night of Sense

Active meditation based on the many different methods
available to us today may have brought us to a place of
comparative inner peace and order. On the other hand, we may
flit from one method to another as each in turn brings us to the
full stop which marks the beginning of the Passive Night of
Sense. Most people, John says, who practise mental prayer
come to this point quite soon. It marks the beginning of a
different, more direct, relationship with God which at first may
cause distress, scruples and a sense of boredom, as the ability to
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meditate is taken from us. We are left in a ‘blank’ in which
nothing seems to live or move. In prayer we are capable only of
the few words of hope and longing addressed to a God whom
we cannot see. Yet in the end, if we persist, there is a stirring
within the darkness, revealing a Presence and a strength more
real and desirable than anything conveyed through the medium
of the senses. This Night is called passive because we are called
into it by God. It is not the result of self-hypnosis. The darkness
is deeper and we no longer see objects around us, nor know and
direct our own path.

In The Ascent 1l.xiii, and in The Dark Night 1.ix John gives
three signs which need to be present together if the call to
change our mode of prayer is a genuine one. First there is the
inability to meditate, however hard we try; secondly, although
we cannot sense God’s presence, nothing else will do in his
place; and thirdly, there needs to be some ability to stay quiet
and still in God’s presence with no particular image of him. This
stillness of the heart does not exclude a riot of thoughts which
may churn around in our heads. It only means that we pay no
attention to them, returning again and again to the still centre
of being within us, even if it be twenty times in ten minutes.

Looking back, I believe that the process of life brings us into
this Night, even though we may be beginners on the spiritual
way. It is not possible to meditate in an air raid shelter waiting
for the next bomb to fall, nor during a period of severe illness,
nor in one of the devastating blows or disappointments that life
may bring us. We may be too confused and tense for active
thought, but nevertheless we have an aching need for God. So
we are drawn through necessity to seek him within, finding
there a point of life from which we can draw strength. Once
found, the prayer deepens with use and we no longer want nor
expect sensual recompense from it.

The Active Night of Spirit

Now, in terms of darkness, twilight is deepening into a Night
in which the ways of logical reason will be replaced by other
modes of seeing and responding. John calls this the Active Night
of Spirit, in which most maturing Christians spend much of
their lives. In the alternation between activity and passivity God
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teaches us in two different ways. In the passive states we experi-
ence his omnipotence working in our life and prayer. Our only
resource lies in his wisdom and mercy. But in the Active Nights
we are co-creators with him. We recognize the wonderful
powers of heart, mind and spirit which are given to us as human
beings and understand that God is asking us to use them in the
working out of our salvation and transformation. When we read
of the courage and love of hostages and their families, the
resilience of children suffering from terrible diseases; when we
see the power of non-violence at work, then we know that
human beings are capable of far more than they realize. John
tells us that in the Active Night of Spirit a profound change
may take place through the practice of faith, hope and charity.
In everyday situations the way in which our minds work will be
altered if decisions and judgements are consciously made on the
basis of faith. This will not negate our critical faculty, but it will
free our minds from dependence on our own narrow outlook.
There will be room for the Holy Spirit to operate in and
through us. Our memory, at once a treasure house and dustbin,
will make its selections in accordance with trust and hope in
God’s guidance and love. This will counteract the depression
and self-doubt with which so many of us are afflicted. Such
choices are not hypocritical, for we are affirming a truth which
for us lies in the future, not claiming that it is a present reality.
And if our wills consciously try to act in charity we may hope
to increase our capacity to love and understand others and
ourselves.

To grow in these things requires hard work which does not
always seem either sensible or just. Life is not fair, people
manipulate us and we feel that they deserve rebuke rather than
understanding. Perhaps they do, but John tells us that right
judgement depends on our recognition of the often unconscious
passions which move us, even when we think that we are being
most objective. In our complicated lives, joy, hope, grief, and
sorrow are centred around many objects besides the love and
honour of God. For instance we may find joy and reliance in
worldly possessions, or natural gifts and sensitivities or in our
own moral rectitude. We may give too much weight to any
supernatural, charismatic or spiritual gifts that we possess. Many
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of these are good and centred around worthy objects, but
nevertheless they can become little gods if God is not first in
our lives.

The Active Night of Spirit asks for small, continuous res-
ponses of faith, hope and charity when our unredeemed selves
would prefer to act very differently. We plod through the Night,
a step at a time, but nevertheless are travelling in the right
direction. A born-again Christian of twenty years’ standing was
asked what those years had been like. He admitted that in some
ways they had been quite awful, what with himself, other people
and the Church. Then why, the interviewer asked, had he per-
severed? ‘Because I know that God loves me and that [ can be
used by him,” was the reply. That is the ultimate Christian
answer.

The Passive Night of Spirit

All along our path God will have been giving us glimpses of
the daybreak in order to encourage us to persevere. Gradually
the light may seem steadier and more penetrating. Yet between
ourselves and our entering-in may lie the deeper darkness which
John calls the Passive Night of Spirit. He describes this vividly in
his well-known image of the log and the fire. God works upon
the soul just as the fire burns up the log. In common with the
log, human beings are made of good material, capable of being
transformed if they remain in the fire (or on the Cross as Jesus
chose to do). We experience the action of the fire upon deep
instincts, fears and desires which we hardly knew we possessed.
In fact, all that is foreign to our true humanity is being dried
out and the rest will be transformed in the flames. We fear that
it is the essence of ourselves which is being destroyed in ashes
and ruin, but in actual fact, as John says, we are no worse than
we ever were. Now, meeting no resistance, the fire transforms
the wood into its own life:

Once transformed, the wood no longer has any activity or passivity of
its own, except for its weight and its quantity which is denser than the
fire. For it possesses properties and performs the actions of fire: it is
dry and it dries; it is hot and it gives off heat; it is brilliant and it
illumines; and it is also light, much lighter than before. It is the fire
that produces all these properties in the wood. (Dark Night 11.x.1)
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What John is describing is real, inescapable suffering, not
something invented or built up by ourselves. Its context may be
commonplace; a marriage, our family, our work, a prolonged
illness. Many of us will know the tedious frustrations and depri-
vations of old age. As we go on living as positively as we can, we
may not even realize that we are in this Night until a sudden ray
of light shows us something of its value and meaning. John tells
us that though the intensity of suffering is only felt at intervals,
the Night itself may last for some years if it is to do its work of
purification properly. But God does not want or like our suf-
fering. Sado-masochism is our invention, not his. John says that
the work will go on just as long as it is necessary if we are to
become ‘one with the Spirit of God, according to the degree of
union of love that God, in His mercy, desires to grant’ (Dark
Night I1.vii.3). Our faith now rests in God’s contemplation of us
rather than our contemplation of him. We believe that we are
the subject of his prayer and work and affirm this even in the
midst of our darkness. Faith is the umbilical cord that unites us
to him.

I believe that it is this factor which goes far to differentiate
the Passive Night of Spirit from psychological depression. For it
is true that some of the symptoms may be similar. Yet if there
is the faintest touch of love in us we may find within our dread-
ful isolations some sense of union with the world’s darkness and
a power which is not our own. Our place is to stay with the
situation, hoping against hope:

... in the midst of these dark and loving afflictions, the soul feels the

presence of someone and an interior strength which so fortifies and

accompanies it that when this weight of anxious darkness passes, it

often feels alone, empty, and weak. (Dark Night 11.xi.7)
The power of God is within the pressure, not in spite of it. Non-
violence towards ourselves is advisable in the Passive Night of
Spirit. Our darkness may well be due to physical or emotional
damage in our past or present, but even if we are at fault we do
better to nurse rather than curse ourselves. Any small act of
faith, hope and charity, made perhaps with infinite difficulty,
will help to hold us to life.

Desolation, anguish, a sense of helplessness, are not morbid
when they are appropriate to a given situation. We may think
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that the depth of agony described in Chapters v to viii of Book
Il of The Dark Night must be exaggerated, but read in the light
of John’s experiences in his Toledo prison this is not so. It
would have been more abnormal had he not let himself feel the
pain.

John tells us that all darkness contains the seeds of joy within
it if it is accepted and carried in the spirit of the Cross. Christ’s
Cross was a passage, not an end in itself, and led to the bursting
open of the narrowness of human limitation in resurrection-life.
We cannot know exactly what this means for us, but John telis
us that it is the path by which we retumn to the wholeness which
God intended for the human race when he created it at the be-
ginning. Qur destiny is to be scarcely less than divine with the
individual soul ‘being united to and absorbed in Him, as it is in
this state’ (Living Flame of Love, Stanza 2.34).

John has associated the various states of Night with different
stages of discipleship, but in actual experience we find that
there is no hard and fast rule. There will never be a time when
we shall not need to practise the disciplines of the Active Nights
in some form. But as we get older we may no longer see them as
a trial but as a support and stay for sagging bodies and spirits;
whereas, in the insecurity of today’s world many young people
may experience something of the desolation of the Passive
Nights even if they would not recognize them by that name.

Our Nights are the small portion of Christ’s Cross which he
gives us to share with him. It is a work, and indeed feels like it;
Christ’s greatest work was his death,

And by it He accomplished the most marvellous work of His whole

life... That is, He brought about the reconciliation and union of the

human race with God through grace. (Ascent Tii11)

It does not matter what our individual vocation in the
Church and world may be; this is our universal priesthood. We
do not have to wait to exercise it until our feeble love has taken
on something of the quality of Trinitarian love. Every stumbling
effort on our part is for everyone else. Qur right concern for
ourselves and our own healing and wholeness is a part of a
whole in which there need be no conflict or separation of
interest.
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The Night purifies our outward activity and service, giving it

a mysterious otherness which is prayer, even though we may
have little time for saying prayers. And when for one reason or
another we are withdrawn from active life, our essential priest-
hood remains.

Now I occupy my soul

And all my energy in His service;

I no longer tend the herd,

Nor have I any other work

Now that my every act is love.

(Spiritual Canticle, Stanza 28)

Priesthood involves both sacerdotal offering at the altar and
pastoral service. Most of us have a herd to tend for much of our
lives, and it is right that it should be so. But until death and
beyond there is never a time when we cannot offer the oblation
of ourselves on the altar of our love. It is the one human
activity in which we can embrace everybody all the time, and so
our sacrifice and our pastoral service become one.

All quotations are taken from The Collected Works of St John of the
Cross, translated by Kieran Kavanaugh and Otilio Rodriguez. Thomas
Nelson and Sons, 1966.

15



THE ADVENT OF OUR GOD
ARTHUR MIDDLETON

What would be your reaction if you suddenly bumped into
John the Baptist? He would not be dressed in fine clothes but
rough ones, having the look of a wayfarer, not with the scent of
‘01d Spice’ after-shave about him, but the sweat and dust of the
desert. His name would certainly never appear on a Crown
Appointments list. Yet in the paintings of the Last Judgement it
is he who sits with Jesus and knows an intimacy shared only
with Mary. It is Mary and John the Baptist who plead for the
world that Christ has redeemed and that he now judges.

The Challenge

The wayfaring image accords with the question Jesus posed
to the Jews when he asked them what they really went out into
the wilderness to see. He told them it was certainly not to see a
wisp of grass blown by every wind, nor someone clothed in silk
(cf., Luke 7:24-28). Tl tell you,” said Jesus. “You went out to
see somebody greater than God’s great men of old.” John was
no weakling blown by every wind, a peace-at-any-price sort of
man, a Mr Pliable. People do not trek into the desert to see the
kind of ordinary person they can meet every day. ‘Nor was it to
see someone dressed like a courtier.” John knew nothing of the
art of flattering kings. As God’s ambassador he told Herod the
truth, the error of his ways with his brother’s wife—no debating
about how far he was missing the mark, or how far he could go
before calling it sin: Herod was living in sin. “You did not go out
into the wilderness to see a courtier, but a prophet, a man in the
confidence of God, a man with a message from God and with
courage to deliver that message.” Here was a man with a love for
God in his heart, the wisdom of God in his mind, and the truth
of God on his lips.

John describes himself as a voice. It is a voice that echoes
throughout Advent, a voice that echoes down the centuries with
a message from God that is summed up in one word—REPENT.
In Gospel language this means far more than ‘acknowledge and
be sorry for your sins’. It means change your mind in such a
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way that your mental and emotional attitude is altered so
profoundly that you become a new and different kind of
person. That kind of change will only begin to happen when
you renounce living in a self-centred way, and it will be
accomplished when you respond to the Holy Spirit.

The Place of Encounter

But the ‘voice’ also echoes the question of a man in prison
about to face a senseless execution. His desert place, the place
where he meets God, is now a dungeon from which he shouts,
‘Are you he who is to come or are we to expect some other?’
(Luke 7:19).His concern is not merely for the success of his
own mission, but, more profoundly, for the truth of his own
life, the truth of Israel, the truth of God himself. The crucible
conditions of imprisonment have sharpened his thoughts and
heightened his doubts. Jesus sends back John’s disciples with
the message, ‘Go and tell John what you have seen. ... the lame
walk, ... and the poor have the Gospel preached to them’ (Luke
7:22). Tell him about these signs of life proceeding from love.
The message of Jesus to John is that evil ends and gives place to
love in a physical and visible way: blindness ends, sight begins;
sickness ends, health begins; death ends, life begins. In these
signs there is the evidence of an inexhaustible living power, the
action of Life itself bursting into time, defeating and reversing
the work of time. Moreover, those who hungered and thirsted
for the Kingdom because they had no hope but the Lord, now
have the prophetic message of salvation, the fulfilment of the
divine promises, announced to them.

This was not the answer John expected, so one of the first
things he had to do was to revise his picture of Christ. He had to
accept him as he was and not as he had imagined he would be.

John’s question poses itself for each generation as it cries for
a Saviour to deliver it from the dungeon of its own sinfulness.
Our own generation is not exempt. Imprisoned by a violence
and vandalism that murders and rapes, that burgles properties
and brutalizes victims; by a materialism that shuts its eyes to
the extremities of wealth and poverty existing side by side, the
walls of our prison are so thickened by the sinfulness of the
times that God cannot be seen or heard. Many have abandoned
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him and have been unable to replace him with anything ade-
quate to their needs. Too many today cannot provide anything
to deal with the consequences of their own sinfulness. Small
wonder there is a sense of disillusionment, of cynicism, the love
of many growing cold.

But Advent is about hope, not despair. The greatest religious
discoveries are made where the pressures are greatest. The
crucible conditions of fourteenth century England, with many
similarities to our own time in their social, political and
religious instabilities, produced Julian of Norwich and her
Revelations of Divine Love. She wrote:

This place is a prison, and this life is a penance. In remedying it he
wants us to rejoice. The remedy is the fact that our Lord is with us,
protecting us and leading us into the fullness of joy. For it is an
unending source of joy to us that our Lord should intend that he, our
protector here, is to be our bliss there—our way and our heaven is true
love and sure trust! This is the message of all the revelations, and
particularly that of his Passion where he made me wholeheartedly
choose him to be my heaven. (Ch. 77, Wolters trans., Penguin, 1966)

Thomas Merton, too, reminds us in Meditations on Liturgy
(Mowbrays, 1976, p. 43), that

St Gregory the Great said that all Christians should continue the pro-
phetic mission of John and point to the presence of Christ in the
world.... John was able to point out Christ at the Jordan, in 2 moment
of fulfilment, which gave meaning to his whole life. But John also had
to witness to Christ in prison, in face of death, in failure, when even
the meaning of his other glorious moment seemed to be cancelled out.

Our task will be no different. It is not difficult to show Christ
to the world in times when all can clearly see signs to confirm
the truth of the Christian message. We must acclaim him, as
John did even when everything seemed to be collapsing around
him.

FPrayerful Living

Imprisonment situations are often the time when God’s truth
begins to penetrate, to change, to enrich and to transform our
outlook about God, the world and ourselves. The prisons of
grief and loneliness, sickness and faijlure, confine us and bring
our limitations into high relief. Being so hemmed in can alter
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our vision, so that we come to see that if there is to be any
greatness in us at all it has been done by ‘He that is mighty’,
without whom nothing as lowly as myself can achieve anything.
Yet it is in these prison houses that God seems so frighteningly
absent and we cry out, ‘Are you really him who is to come?’
and, My God, my God,why ...?” John’s experience and that of
Jesus become ours. We need to be able to recognize the God
who comes not only in the stretches of life we find fulfilling,
but also in the stretches of life that imprison us. That will
require a way of prayerful living.

The Russian word for desert is poustinia, a quiet, lonely place
one enters to find the God who comes and dwells with us. It
may be geographically isolated or simply a quiet corner for
prayer in one’s own home. To really live prayerfully we will
need to find our own poustinia, literally space for solitude
where we can be alone with God. There is, however, another
level on which we must find our desert place. This is within our
inner selves where we meet God deep in our hearts, the ‘inner
closet’ of which Jesus spoke. It is an oasis of solitude which we
carry with us to maintain us in stillness in the noisy turmoil that
life throws at us. Brother Lawrence called it, ‘practising the
presence of God’; St Paul called it, ‘praying without ceasing’.
Wherever we are, we are conscious of God being with us, of God
being present in whatever experience we find ourselves. Desert
and Advent, prayerful living and God’s presence, will go with us
wherever we are.

In prayerful living masks and camouflages are of no use, be-
cause we live and stand in the presence of truth. This is no
philosophical concept, as Pilate thought, but the person of God
himself. To him we present our darkness, failure, temptation,
confusion and weakness, because it is the only way in which
these areas in us can be opened up to the God who comes to
make them places of new life. In such prayerful living sin and
suffering will be mixed. When the pressure is on us and we are
overcome by fear, temptation and pain, we know the humbling
truth of our selfishness and betrayals. It is not a place of refuge
from our failures, nor some emotional high that lifts the ego.
Like the Baptist we will experience tedium, weariness, empti-
ness, emotional confusion, the feeling that we may even have
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failed God.

But our poustinia, while it is a place of truth, is also the place
of tendemess; the place of loneliness, but also of God’s close-
ness and care. Our own fidelity may be shaky, but God’s is sure.
Here in this place of prayerful living is the place of God’s
redemption, the spring of living water and manna to keep us
going. Here we will find the strength we never knew we had, a
tenderness that cares for us and a knowing of the Lord in the
voice that we hear crying, ‘Repent, change your mind, and
prepare the way of the Lord.” Here are the sacraments of glory.
Our life, our prayer, can be the poustinia, the desert, to which
we look if we would see the glory of God.

If we will wait in silence, stillness, openness, love and
communion, we will see the Invisible; this is the place where we
will be changed, schooled, and taught to know God. As we
straighten out in our lives a highway for God we will find him
travelling along that way we have opened up.

Heralds of God

John was greater than a prophet. He was nothing less than
the divine herald, the divine forerunner whose duty and privi-
lege it was to announce and hail the coming of the Messiah. A
herald of God is formed by God, as Abraham, Moses, the
prophets and John the Baptist were formed. We need that kind
of herald, not cloned images of these forerunners, but formed
to the divine image God desires them to become.

No one can have a greater task than to be a herald of God. In
this Decade of Evangelism we shall need heralds of God. But
they will not materialize through a DIY kit from the General
Synod’s Board for Mission and Unity. My fear is that the De-
cade of Evangelism will degenerate into that kind of exercise.
We shall need heralds of the Gospel who can speak to the world
of a God they know, because they have seen the Invisible in
their times of stillness, attention, openness, love and com-
munion. Such heralds will need to be experts in humanity, who
know the depth of the human heart and thereby can share the
joy, hope, agony, and confusion of people today. They will
need to be contemplatives who, having fallen in love with God,
see the world through different eyes. Thus they can stand
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before the world and witness to the Word in loving service.

Thus, too, we ourselves can become the kind of herald John
became. Like Julian we can point to Christ in this prison-place,
because we know that our Lord is with us, protecting us and
leading us into the fullness of joy.

Arthur Middleton is Rector of the parish of Boldon St Nicholas,
Tyne and Wear. This article is the first in a series of addresses
given at quiet days for Ripon Cathedral and St George’s Church,
Jesmond. Copies of the full text are available from the author,
Boldon Rectory, Rectory Green, West Boldon, Tyne and Wear,
NE36 0QD. Cost: £1.25, plus p. & p.
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HISTORY AND VOCATION: SLG AND SSJE

SISTER ELFREDA MARY SLG

In 1905 Father Page SSJE, the Father Superior, commissioned
Father Hollings SSJE to found a contemplative order for
women, for which the Society of St John the Evangelist,
founded in 1866, had long been praying. Father Hollings had
already formed ‘Quis Separabit’, a society for women desiring
the contemplative life. He wrote to a member that same year:

There is at present no contemplative community, and if it please God

to form one, I am convinced that it must begin in hiddenness, in a

time of waiting for ‘God only’.

There were, however, four Anglican, enclosed, contemplative
Orders already established, some with and some without at-
tached but hidden works of mercy. The Society of the Holy
Trinity, Ascot, had been founded by Edward Bouverie Pusey in
1845; the Community of the Holy Cross, now at Rempstone,
was founded in 1857; the Order of St Benedict, Edgware, in
1866; and the Servants of Christ, Burnham, in 1897.

We shall probably never be quite certain why Father Hollings
overlooked these, nor why the new community was dedicated
to the Love of God, for few early documents remain, but the
letter continued:

We want to begin at the real Foundation and see if ‘God only’ is what

those who come are really seeking ... the aspirant will begin to learn

what it is to come into the wilderness for love of Jesus Christ.

Here, perhaps, is a clue to the distinctive vocation of SLG.
These women, separated from the world by their contemplative
leanings, were to test that vocation ‘in a community of soli-
taries’, to use Father Hollings telling phrase. Contemplation,
contrary to the thought of many, was to flourish within the
wilderness of the corporate life. Such contemplation was part of
the SSJE vocation, as Fr Cary SSJE affirmed to the Sisters at
Fairacres in 1938:

When I spoke in Chapter at Cowley last week and had occasion to

mention this Community, I spoke of it as being impregnated with the

spirit of the Founder of our Society. It is true that you have taken but
one side of that marvellous life example which, for the Fathers of our
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Society is a part and not the whole. But this part which belonged to
Father Benson’s essentially contemplative spirit, that which was the
expression his own deepest interior life of adoring love and aspiration,
that part we have taken here and absorbed and made our own. I felt
moved to commend our dear Family here to the prayers and care of
the Fathers, because here, in a very marked degree, Father Benson’s
spirit was finding expression and being translated into the whole life
of the Church.

But as their Rule of 1893 shows, this spirit was often not easily
compatible with the vocation to mission:
It is necessary, therefore, at such times [while on mission] to be
specially exercised in the prayer of affection and contemplation, and
that the more, because there may be little time on such occasions for
vocal prayer and meditation. (Ch. 32)

The early SSJE Fathers undoubtedly regarded SLG, albeit
through Victorian gender values, as ‘sharers in a common voca-
tion’ but, as such, not without a degree of unease.

The formation and life of SLG contain a number of interest-
ing anomalies. Lack of space allows us to consider only two of
these, but perhaps they are the most significant for our purpose,
i.e., stabilization through peregrination, and the trinity of
Founding Fathers.

Stabilization Through Peregrination

Late Victorian theology hovered round the mystery of the
Incarnation, and SLG’s permanent home was dedicated to this
mystery. Its spirituality emphasized not only the hiddenness,
mainly through enclosure, but also the dual aspects of the
Incarnation, the worship of God and service to humanity.
However, while the earliest Anglican communities enjoyed
Benedictine stability, the enforced peregrinations of the
youngest must have been its greatest asceticism. Having only an
oratory in the little house in Leopold Street, the Sisters went to
St John’s Hospital (now St John’s Home) to join the All Saints
Sisters for Mass on weekdays, and to the SSJE church on the
Iffley Road on Sundays. About the Meditation in the All Saints
garden for an hour after each Mass, a Sister wrote:

The disadvantages of the garden for meditation as the winter advanced
were obvious, but it is surprising how cold one can be without harm.
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The Father Founder taught a profound asceticism, reminding
the Sisters in 1909:

We must keep on dying because in proportion as we die to the natural

world, to ousselves, God can pour this love into our hearts. We must

die to all sin—to all even that is not sin, because every part of our life

must be filled with God. (Homily for Trinity VI)
But earlier that year he had also warned them:

Don’t attempt to do things beyond you. There has been weakness of

health among most of you, and difficulties. God does not want you to

do what will perhaps hinder your going on.
(Lent Address, ‘The Wilderness of Love’)
At the Clothing of Novices in May he remarked that,

When the way is God’s way for us, every form of suffering is the

preparation for joy.

We know from the Rule of 1906 that the present basic struc-
tures of SLG life were extant then and that the timetable has
changed little over the years. Bishop Paget, when approving the
Rule in 1909, wrote in a letter of November 27th,

The life must make, I think, a great demand upon the strength of

body, mind and spirit.

However, the little community continued to grow, necessitat-
ing a move to larger premises at 349 Cowley Road. At the same
time the acting Mother, Sister Catherine of All Saints, was
unexpectedly recalled by her own community, and Sister
Verena CHN was lent to be Superior for one year. In 1910 a
chapel, a wooden hut with a tin roof, was built in the garden of
349, enabling SLG for the first time to keep full enclosure.
Welcome as this was it also caused problems and it seems worth
quoting the following correspondence at length. After visiting
SLG, Mother Verena CHN wrote to Father Hollings:

One thing struck me as a difficulty—the Novices now all clothed and

enclosure strict, there does not seem anyone who can go outside in

case of an emergency, i.e., to the chemist, bank or post office, except
the Superior who should, I suppose, show an example of enclosure. ...

The Benedictines at Stanbrook have a certain number of ‘outer Sisters’

who can be sent on errands. No doubt you have considered this

matter.
Father Hollings appears to have consulted Father Congreve,
who replied to Mother Agatha:
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The perplexed responsibilities in regard to binding uneducated women
by life vows in an enclosed convent would counter-balance any con-
venience they might bring in regard to service, shops, etc. ... It is
unlikely that women from a lower class will offer themselves—if one
or two should do so there would be a lack of Community life for the
one or two. A trustworthy Christian woman neighbour might supply
the difficulty of shopping.

The difficulty, however, appears to have been solved when in
December 1910 Sister Clara was received as the first SLG
Oblate, promising to ‘abide in the holy estate of virginity’.
Clothed in an Oblate’s habit, she lived within the enclosure.

On June 5th 1910 Bishop Paget visited the Convent to bless
the chapel and to license Father Hollings, who said:

How much this recognition of the Congregation by the Bishop of the
Diocese means, what an encouragement and strength! It is the confir-
mation of the desire that 1 have had that this Congregation should be
really for the Church, the Church of England, and that in a humble
way it should strengthen that side of her life which is hidden prayer.

One sidelight on the occasion is that standard candlesticks
arrived from Bruges, the gift of Oblate Clara. A Sister noted:

Father requested that they should not be opened until he came; and
when the day arrived, he thought it would be safer for the Sisters to
make their Confessions beforehand, for fear of distractions.

When Sister Verena returned to the Community of the Holy
Name in 1911 Novice Sister Agnes became the first SLG Sister
to be professed in Life Vows, and was immediately made the
Superior. Soon after Fair Acres House fell vacant and SLG
moved into its permanent home. Father Hollings commented
that summer:

As we look out across country, it seems as if God has given you a fair
opportunity for outward exercise and scope for contemplation.... Your
whole life should be a seeing of the land of far distances. ‘Come into
my garden, my sister, my spouse’—you are here to meet Him and to
be what He seeks.... Your particular form of life, its enclosure, is as a
‘spring shut up, a fountain sealed” ... Then the beautiful consequences
of that—‘Thy plants are an orchard of pomegranates with pleasant
fruits’. (Address, July 13th)

We hope he would recognize the orchard—and us--today.
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The Trinity of Founding Fathers

The second SLG anomaly is that the community has added
to its list of ‘Fathers Founder’ over the years. This signifies that
the vocation has been reworked and revitalized several times,
not without pain. Change in a contemplative community comes
largely through change in leadership and personalities. However,
it is still surprising that after Father Hollings’s death while
saying mass at Fairacres on the Wednesday in Holy Week, 1914,
Father Cary SSJE should look back at SLG at that date saying:

The actual membership was small. The Superiors were not adequate to

their task. Both of them left.... There was no Constitution, all govern-

ment was tentative and personal, the Rule, however devotional in
spirit, was not actually effective. Apart from the earnest devotion of
the Sisters and the fact that they made their Profession under fluid
conditions, there was little if anything for the future.... The old order,
however good, needed an element of living contact with reality ... it
left the world-sorrow instead of shouldering to bear it. The ‘adoring
contrite love’ that was rightly emphasized was too personal ... too
remote from the actual stress of the Sacred Passion. It tended rather
to look upon Calvary from the world than upon the world from
Calvary. (Chapter Address, 1929)

While recognizing that there is a permanent truth here, it might
be fair to say that Father Hollings was the visionary. A few days
before he died he said, typically:

The Beatific Vision is the full satisfaction of the soul but it is also the

satisfaction of God. (April 2nd, 1914)

Father Cary was the teacher. Some of his wisdom has been
gathered in Fairacres Publication 84, Mysteries of Christ. Under
his guidance SLG expanded: houses were opened at Burwash
and Boxmoor; the present chapel and St Mary’s cells built at
Fairacres; SLG and SSJE both considered opening houses in
Jerusalem; the Fellowship of the Love of God was established.
When Boxmoor was opened Father Cary said:

This House ought to be the home of intense fulfilment of the
Community vocation ... where Sisters are living intensely, fervently,
burning themselves out with the consuming fire of holy love and
desire: giving themselves wholly for the glory of God and His purposes
according to the tenor of our calling. There can be no middle way ...
for we have chosen His will and accepted His call to forsake all, which
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means and involves the hindering, clogging remnants of self which lurk
in the recesses of our being. (F.of St Anne, 1928)
When he died suddenly in 1950 Mother Mary Frances wrote:
I always felt that he above all was the Religious to whom we all owe
the fact that Communities have deepened spiritually so much during
the last thirty years.
Later Mother Mary Clare wrote:
Since 1914 Father Cary and Mother Mary Frances have inspired and
guided our life; and the Community as it is today is the fruit of their
life’s work. To them was revealed by the Holy Spirit of God that
particular form of Religious Life and Religious self-dedication which
we believe he desired to have established within the English Church,
and it was the great work of Mother Mary Frances to build up for us
the form of life which can best give expression to that intensely
sensitive spiritual ideal which is the Community vocation.
(Address to FLG, 1954)

In 1950 Father O’Brien SSJE was elected the first Chaplain
General of SLG, and in 1954 Mother Mary Clare became
Superior. He urged her to give direct teaching on fundamental
principles, which she often did. In 1958 she met Father Gilbert
Shaw, who became Confessor Extraordinary to SLG, and who
wrote to Father Hemming SSJE in 1962 conceming the state of
the Community:

Since the death of Father Cary in 1950 our Spiritual Fathers, though
devoted Mission Priests, have not given the Community any specific
teaching on contemplative life and prayer, for their own vocation was
to a more active way. ... I feel that there are many in the Community
who need to go further in the gift of themselves to God, that some
have not faced up to the necessity of the purification of their memory
and imagination and are not grasping sufficiently the difference
between a pattern of Religious Life and a call to perfection.

The criticism in some sense may be the same as Father Cary’s.
However, many Sisters found the teaching of Father Gilbert
difficult to understand. He was an ex-lawyer, he developed his
own terminology, and he brought a more ‘scientific’ approach
to prayer and spirituality based on the traditional three stages
of the purgative, illuminative and unitive ways, and the theo-
logy of the Spanish mystics. Carmelite Spirituality, two ad-
dresses of his given in 1966, highlighted ‘the Carmelite strand’
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in our vocation.

The Fathers Founder have always been seen by SLG not as
progressive in their thinking, but as exponents of a unity of
teaching. With a strangely modern ring, Father Cary remarked
in his address at the 1915 Profession on All Saints day:

In the glory of the heavenly City there is diversity and unity ... many
mansions ... Martyrs, Confessors, Virgins, and Penitents [and perhaps
we may add ‘Fathers Founder’ and even ‘Communities’] who have
their peace at last. Each has his own place and privileges in that glory
of the perfected life. ... It may sound obvious and commonplace when
applied to the thoughts of your own life in community, but still the
principle holds good. From many different callings in life, the one
same love of Jesus has drawn you. ... But nothing can make one life
like another. Nothing will bring identity or privilege to the units of a
Community. Where one is suffering, another finds only joy. ... It is
foolish to attempt to regulate our own life by the experience of any
other. ... Yet the one same Spirit runs through all, a common calling.

A common calling! We must end by thanking SSJE for our
foundation, and by paying tribute to their faithfulness over the
years. As we celebrate their one hundred and twenty-fifth
anniversary of foundation we look forward to the revitalizing of
both communities. Our roots are deep, we have much in com-
mon. Let us hope that by our continued sharing we may be able
to address that great anomaly, that dichotomy which has
afflicted the Church and Religious Life in the West for
centuries, the distinction between ‘active’ and ‘contemplative’.
In the vocation of our forefather, R. M. Benson, these two were
made one. Let us hope that we may be enabled to show forth
that unity and inspire Christians with it today.

The substance of this paper was given to the Sisters at Fairacres
in preparation for the SLG-—-SSJE Conference, held at Fairacres
from 14 to 16 August 1991,
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RETURNING TO ROOTS
GRAHAM SMITH

Spirituality must be to do with the spiritual life, and so with
prayer, meditation, spiritual reading. But it has a very wide
reference, and includes an attitude, a style, a systematic order-
ing of life and priorities, not just particular ‘spiritual’ activities.
John Macquarrie, writing in Paths in Spirituality (SCM, 1972),
states his belief that ‘fundamentally spirituality has to do with
becoming a person in the fullest sense’ (p. 40). And Simon
Tugwell OP comments in Ways of Imperfection (DLT, 1984):

The great French Jesuit, Jean-Pierre de Caussade (1675--1751),
claimed that what he was proposing was ‘a way of viewing things’, and
this is how I intend to delimit the subject matter of ‘spirituality’. It is
not just concerned with prayer and contemplation and spiritual exer-
cises, but is concerned with people’s ways of viewing things, the ways
in which they try to make sense of the practicalities of christian living
and to illuminate christian hopes and christian muddles. (p. vii)

Building on these two definitions, I suggest that we might
take ‘spirituality’ to mean a way of viewing things, namely the
desire for the integration of the whole person through a rela-
tionship with God and others.

This involves a returning to roots. In Latin radix means ‘root’
and it is in this sense that the integration of the self involves a
‘radical’ process of returning to the life-giving origins of one’s
being, not only once but repeatedly, as we continually ‘draw
water from the wells of salvation’ (Isaiah 12:3).

Christ’s Return to His Roots

Let us begin by returning to the Gospels, and to the key
passage at the beginning of Jesus’s ministry:

And he came to Nazareth, where he had been brought up; and he
went to the synagogue, as his custom was, on the sabbath day. And he
stood up to read; and there was given to him the book of the prophet
Isaiah. He opened the book and found the place where it was written,
‘The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to
preach good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim release to
the captives and recovering of sight to the blind, to set at liberty those
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who are oppressed, to proclaim the acceptable year of the Lord.
(Luke 4:16-19)
As well as returning to his home town and synagogue, Jesus was
returning to roots in two further ways. First, he was reading
from the second great division of the Hebrew Bible, the
Prophets, and especially from the prophet Isaiah (Is. 61:1-2),
who had written hundreds of years before. Secondly, behind
Isaiah’s reference to ‘the acceptable year of the Lord” probably
lies an allusion to ‘the year of jubilee’ of Leviticus 25 in the first
great division of the Hebrew Bible, the Law of Moses, the foun-
dation document of Israel. At the outset of his ministry Jesus
saw his mission in these scriptural terms.

In the ordinances for the year of jubilee, we find that people
were expected to return to their own property and family, and
that alienated property had to be restored to its original owners.
We do not know to what extent the ideal was realized in prac-
tice, but the hope was that wherever injustice, alienation and
disorder had come about, there should be a periodic sorting-out,
a righting of wrongs, and people should return to the place
where they belonged. This was a very radical idea, because it
would inevitably mean upsetting the accepted conditions of life,
conditions marked by the alienation and injustice arising from
the greed and selfishness of men. It meant a return to one’s own
property in both the material and personal sense, a returning to
roots.

In his own person Jesus Christ represents even deeper roots
than the Prophets and the Law of Moses. Certainly he was a
Jew, though ‘he came to his own home, and his own people
received him not” (John 1:11); but his roots were in God and in
humanity, itself made in the image of God. He knew that ‘he
had come from God and was going to God’ (John 13:3), but
also, as we say in the Creed, ‘he was made man’, fully human:
‘the Word became flesh’ (John 1:14).

The Development of Christian Spirituality

Christian spirituality developed from its roots in the Old
Testament through the revelation of God in Christ, then on
through the Apostolic Church of the New Testament. It evolved
further through the teaching of the early Fathers, and took two
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different forms when the Church divided into the Eastern
Orthodox and Western Catholic expressions of the faith. In the
West the monastic ideal, epitomized in the Rule of St Benedict,
put a permanent and distinctive stamp on Catholic spirituality
and was the root of various expressions of the spiritual life,
dominated by the religious orders, in the Middle Ages. The
twelfth and thirteenth centuries saw the development of the
mendicant orders of friars, notably the Franciscans and
Dominicans; the fourteenth and fifteenth the flowering of
mysticism. In Catholic spirituality the upheavals of the
Reformation and Counter-Reformation in the sixteenth century
resulted in both a consolidation of the past and a dramatic
development in the spiritual and psychological understanding,
and systematic exposition, of the spiritual journey. This was
expressed most notably in the writings of the great masters of
Counter-Reformation spirituality, Ignatius Loyola, John of the
Cross, and Teresa of Avila.

In view of the wholly justified and continuing popularity of
these and other great spiritual writers of the Middle Ages and
Counter-Reformation period, it is important to remember that a
double transposition is necessary for most people reading them
today. First, they originate from within religious orders whose
members were formed by the threefold vows of poverty, chas-
tity and obedience; and secondly from within a society which
was, in contrast to ours, culturally religious. The value of a
wonderful book like The Imitation of Christ can be diminished
or distorted by the failure to make this transposition.

The development of spirituality in the Catholic West from
the sixteenth to the mid-twentieth centuries was homogeneous
and evolutionary, without revolutionary breaks. The great con-
tributions of people like the Benedictine, Father Baker, in the
seventeenth century, and the Jesuit fathers, de Caussade and
Grou, in the eighteenth, built upon earlier foundations but did
not fundamentally shift the frame of reference.

It is remarkable that a number of standard works on the
spiritual life, based on this centuries’ old consensus, were
published between the two World Wars at a time when, theoreti-
cally, every mould should have been broken. Moreover, these
were still current after the Second World War and the tragedy of
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Hiroshima, until the nineteen-fifties. Among these were
Tanquerey’s The Spiritual Life; Dom Lehodey’s The Ways of
Mental Prayer; Father Charles’s Prayer for All Times; the
Anglican Father Harton’s Elements of the Spiritual Life; and
the Anglican Benedictine Bede Frost’s The Art of Mental
Prayer. These were all originally published in the 1920’s and
1930’s, but were reprinted until the early 1950’s.

These books set forth a spirituality which emphasized rules
of life, methods of mental prayer, systematic and compendious
analyses of devotional and ascetic practice. They transmitted
ancient wisdom in formulations like the Four Cardinal Virtues,
the Three Theological Virtues, the Seven Capital Sins, the
Sevenfold Gifts and the Ninefold Fruits of the Holy Spirit. This
tradition is, of course, of permanent value; but our under-
standing of it and the expression of it has undergone a sea-
change since the life experiences of the twentieth century
caught up with us in the nineteen-sixties.

Parallel to the mainstream of Catholic spirituality, and partly
within it in the Middle Ages, were various spiritual and charis-
matic movements. These have direct descendents after the
Reformation in bodies like the Society of Friends. They were
not, on the whole, within the orbit of religious orders and the
Catholic mainstream; therefore, their influence within the
whole body of Christians was much more restricted. After the
Reformation, too, the Church of England developed its own
distinctive, quiet and sober spirituality exemplified by the
Divines of the seventeenth century.

When we look at the spirituality of the present century in the
Catholic wing of the Church of England, we find that up to the
nineteen-fifties we tended to look to the Catholic revival of the
nineteenth century. But, of course, the flowering of spirituality
due to that revival was itself a returning to roots, in the
beginning a return to the teaching of the Apostolic Fathers of
the undivided Church of the first centuries. Soon however, as
the movement spread from the confines of academic circles out
into the appalling conditions of Victorian slums, clergy and
religious turned increasingly to contemporary forms of Roman
Catholic pastoral practice, as distinct from theoretical models
from the past. This applied to spirituality as well as liturgical
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and pastoral practice; therefore, what was taken over into the
Church of England was the largely Counter-Reformation spiri-
tuality dominant in the Roman Church. A complex spiritual
method was grafted onto Anglican practice, including retreats,
confession and spiritual direction, moral and ascetic theology,
and the practice of systematic meditation and ‘mental prayer’.
The Spiritual Exercises of St Ignatius came to occupy a special
place, owing in great measure to the writings of W. H. Longridge
SSJE, whose translation of the Exercises in 1919 came to be
recognized as authentic even among Jesuits.

Then came the seminal period of the nineteen-sixties. The
influence of secular events and life-experiences, especially in
Europe and North America, and the two World Wars, combined
with religious developments to create a period of extraordinary
complexity, richness and confusion. The breaking of the mould
by Vatican II, the dissemination in the West of ‘light from the
East’ in Christian and non-Christian forms, and dramatic de-
velopments in the popular presentation of radical theology by,
for instance, ‘the death of God’ school, Bishop John Robinson
and Paul van Buren, deeply affected spirituality as well as every
other aspect of Christian living.

This breaking of the mould has led not only to a centrifugal
reorientation of prayer and spiritual life eway from traditional
forms, but also to a returning to roots in a centripetal move-
ment, going beyond Counter-Reformation traditions to earlier
forms of spirituality. Many new translations and editions of
medieval spiritual classics were published in the sixties; likewise
books such as The Way of a Pilgrim, and the writings of Arch-
bishop Antony Bloom, which have helped many to discover the
riches of the Christian East. This continuing trend takes us back
towards our roots in the early and undivided Church. Other
influences take us beyond Christianity itself.

Relations with Other Religions

Christians often unconsciously think of Christ as some sort of
tribal god who is eventually going to triumph over other gods.
So for some it might seem strange to think of him in relation to
other religions and ways of spirituality, some of which, like
Yoga and Buddhism, pre-date Jesus of Nazareth. But I think we
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should remember that Jesus’s forebears were not only Moses
and the Prophets, but also Adam, the son of God, the human
race created in the image of God.
In his treatise, On the Nature and Dignity of Love (Mowbray,
1956), the twelfth-century monk William of St Thierry wrote of
... natural love, by which we mean that love which causes us to love
every man in virtue of our sharing in the same nature, and to ask for
nothing in return. It comes from the hidden recesses of our nature,
and invading the soul, will not admit anything human to be alien to it,
or unkindly. (Ch. 6)
In their notes, the editors of this text state that this is ‘a
reminiscence of Terences’s Homo sum. humani nil a me alienum
puto—-1 am a man: I hold nothing to be alien to me” ’. This
saying suggests that whatever is genuinely human, including var-
ious manifestations of religion, is not alien to Christ’s humanity.
This idea can be coupled with that of Raimundo Panikkar, who
concludes his brilliant book The Unknown Christ of Hinduism
(DLT, 1981), with the words:

Whatever God does ad extra happens through Christ. Thus, recognising
the presence of God in other religions is equivalent to proclaiming the
presence of Christ in them, ‘for in him all things subsist’. (p. 169)

In this spirit, in recent years a number of Roman Catholic
Benedictines have mediated to Christians the spirituality of
Hinduism and Yoga. Abhishiktananda (Henri le Saux) has done
so in his small but invaluable book, Prayer (SPCK, 1975); Dom
Bede Griffiths OSB in several books, most recently in 4 New
Vision of Reality (Collins, 1989); and Father Déchanet in his
books on Yoga, especially Christian Yoga (Search Press, 1978).
In the Church of England Father Herbert Slade SSJE has for
many years supervised a Christian ashram at Haywards Heath
and has produced a number of writings, including a new, as yet
unpublished, translation of the Yoga Sutras of Patanjali.
Amongst those who have carried out similar mediating work
between Christianity and Buddhism is William Johnston SJT.

Since the nineteen-sixties, then, our spiritual horizons have
expanded, and ‘returning to roots’ now has a new significance.
There has been an opening out of the wonderful treasures of
spirituality, but at the same time certain dangers have been
introduced. Liberation from spiritual parochialism can lead to
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collecting miscellaneous items from other religions and cultures
and concocting a rather strange brew, rather like those unin-
formed experiments we carried out when we were first let loose
in the school chemistry laboratory. Various components mixed
together in a beaker produced only an inert and characterless
brown fluid! There is also the danger of making a hobby of
spirituality, reading books and gathering all sorts of teaching
from various sources, but not applying ourselves to the work of
prayer, nor integrating what we learn into our daily life, atti-
tudes and behaviour.

So we must return to our roots in the Incarnation of Jesus
Christ the Son of God, and develop our spiritual life within the
context of the Christian community in its widest sense. But we
must do so with a more expansive understanding of the relation-
ship between Christ and other religions, and with humanity as a
whole. There will be distinctive features of spirituality practised
within a Christian environment, notably the Eucharist which
brings together Christ, the Body of Christ, the world, things
material and spiritual, in a way which in not found in Hindu or
Buddhist spirituality where attention is on the salvation of the
individual soul and the unreality of history, time and matter.

Simone Weil made this point in Waiting on God (Fount,
1977), when she wrote of those who

have faith exclusively in one religion and only bestow upon the others
the sort of attention we give to strangely shaped shells. There are
others who think they are capable of impartiality because they only
have a vague religiosity which they can turn indifferently in any direc-
tion, whereas, on the contrary, we must have given all our attention,
all our faith, all our love to a particular religion in order to think of
any other religion with the high degree of attention, faith and love
which is proper to it. In the same way, only those who are capable of
friendship can take a real heart-felt interest in the fate of an utter
stranger. (pp- 137-8)

In Our Own Lives

To live a spiritual life, we need first of all a sincere goodwill,
secondly, a continual turning to the Holy Spirit, our helper and
guide; and thirdly, if possible, the support and advice of a ‘soul-
friend’, to use an old description. There is a place in the
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spiritual life for aspiration, ambition even, and the desire, not
for worldly achievements but for the trophy for which St Paul
strove (cf., I Cor. 9:24-27). On this path we cannot do better
than use the psalms, so full of longing for God, and take St
Paul’s great passage from Ephesians 3:14-—19 as our charter:
...that being rooted and grounded in love, [you] may have power to
comprehend with all the saints what is the breadth and length and
height and depth, and to know the love of Christ which surpasses
knowledge, that you may be filled with all the fullness of God.

In conclusion, I suggest some questions which may help you
to work out your own spirituality—your way within the way,
your ‘way of viewing things’, of ‘becoming a person in the
fullest sense’—your way of returning to roots.

1. What are the images and models of God (‘theology’) that
you carry, often unconsciously, in your mind and heart?

2.  What about your relationships, with God, with others and
with yourself? Are you in touch with the dark side of
yourself? Can you open yourself to another in confession
or for counsel?

3. How does Jesus Christ, the one rooted in God and
therefore in all that is genuinely human, figure in your
thinking and praying?

4. Do you pray? How? Why? What do you think is the point
of praying?

5. What about your roots—where are the sources, the well-
springs, of your life? Do you reflect on your birth, your
childhood, your story?

6. Where is your place—where do you belong, where is your
home? And can you ‘leave home’ as well as return there?

Graham Swmith is an Honorary Canon of Southwark Cathedral,
and Mission Priest in the Upper Mitcham Group of parishes. He
is the author of Short Prayers (Fairacres Publication 89) and
Prayer Words, An Exercise in Meditative Prayer, (Burns and
Oates, 1991, £5.95).
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BOOKS

PRAISE ABOVE ALL, Discovering the Welsh Tradition
by A. M. Allchin. University of Wales Press, 1991, £12.95.

The presuppositions of Modernism have meant that literature
on the whole has veered strictly away from praise during the
twentieth century. A certain dogmatism has grown up about
being ironic, and disintegration has become the order of the
day. The more man was thought of as being ‘on his own’, the
more he succumbed in his writing to absurdity, isolated facts
and alienation. It became extremely difficult for writers not to
yield to an easy anarchy and to an uncritical illusion of hope-
lessness.

In such a seemingly inflexible context, however, there have
been individual voices that have suggested alternative solutions
to the problems of modern art. Usually these have been voices
of writers and thinkers seeking out the very foundations and
significance of art itself, or examining a concrete tradition with
a toughness that resists the fashionable degeneration into
meaninglessness. Such a voice has been A.M. Allchin’s. In a
series of important volumes, including particularly The Worid is
a Wedding (DLT, 1978), The Kingdom of Love and Knowledge
(DLT, 1979), and The Dynamic of Tradition (DLT, 1981), he
has undercut the prevalent futility and side-stepped the neces-
sity to be valueless. The often glib repudiation of positivity and
the rather dishonest dread of doubting doubt have been re-
placed by a celebration of affirmative values.

In his latest offering, Praise Above All, he has concentrated
mainly on the Praise tradition of Wales, although the names of
Pafydd ap Gwilym and Ann Griffiths intermingle freely with
those of Solzenhitsyn and N.F.S. Grundtvig. Pantycelyn rubs
shoulders with Berdyaev and BPostoevsky, just as T.S. Eliot is
quite at home in the company of Waldo Williams and Edmwnd
Prys. Dr Allchin has demonstrated alternative presuppositions,
and thought through a subject of major significance not only
for those seriously interested in literature, but for all who have
to face the ‘reductive analysis’ of this century.

A.M. Allchin is, in other words, consciously ‘subversive’:
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Today the writer’s task seems often to be conceived as one of
belittling rather than enhancing the significance of the subject he is
discussing.... In an avowedly atheist society, the practice of praise, and
of poetry as a whole, becomes increasingly impossible, loses all
meaning. It cannot by definition be referred back, however indirectly,
to the one to whom praise is due.... When the practice of praise is seen
as rooted in the praise of God, then other forms of praise cease to be
idolatrous. This reference back to the praise of God need not be
explicit or even conscious.

The essence of praise for him is in the sacramental fact of
creation as seen in the act of redemption.

Inevitably perhaps, Canon Allchin has a couple of majestic
chapters on Ann Griffiths. But other chapters on Dafydd ap
Gwilym and Thomas Jones as well as on Pantycelyn demonst-
rate the breadth of his acquaintance with the full scope of
Welsh literature from the sixth century to the present day. And
he does not hesitate to use as an example the inordinately
underestimated contemporary Welsh poet, James Nicholas. His
insights on particular poems are, without exception, pene-
trating, as for instance when he notes of Thomas Jones’s long
lyric to the thrush:

it is scarcely possible to think of a poet in any of the other major
European languages at this period [the eighteenth and early nineteenth
centuries], who would have had this kind of access to the vision and
resources of the Middle Ages.

Praise is not a subject that has received the attention it
warrants, even from Christian writers. Any of us, confronted
with the enquiry, ‘And what do you suppose, in Heaven’s name,
you’ll be doing in two hundred years’ time?’ might probably
answer, or at least those Christians amongst us, with an unequi-
vocal , ‘Praising’. But the actual nature of that formidable task
is not always quite so clear. Many poets throughout the ages, if
challenged on the direction of their craft, might find a place for
this particular function somewhere in their reply, although
remaining rather vague as to its essence. Yet, although poets are
not the only people committed in the long run to this under-
taking, all of us who count praise as of prime importance
amongst the purposes of life, are only with a certain trepidation
fumbling towards an understanding of its implication.
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Praise obviously does not just mean saying nice things about
someone or something. It is the search for affirmative values in
a particular object. Of necessity it appeals either to the moral
sense or to the aesthetic judgement in so far as they are related
to the concrete. It is selective. But all art—just like all history-is
selective: everything cannot be included. Such a selection is
based on a positive presupposition or knowledge. But it ob-
viously is not purblind, neither is it lacking in discrimination. As
the author explains in his chapter “‘Two Worlds In One’, love
does not preclude anger, nor does praise ignore invective. As
Angelus Silesius puts it: ‘Nothing is voiceless in the world: God
hears always in all created things His echo and His praise.’

Praise is comprehensive: cognitive, affective and conative.
And its comprehensiveness inevitably has to be linked to the
fact that it is involved in our whole attitude and behaviour
towards God. This broad analysis by a leading Anglican critic, in
a particular microcosm, provides contemporary Christians
everywhere with a penetrating analysis of a subject of abiding
importance. It is a weapon in our war. But it is more than that:
it is in itself ‘praise’—a ‘celebration of the beauty and trans-
lucence of the natural world’, ‘an offering of prayer and praise
in which joy and grief were so woven together as to be a divine
clothing’, ‘praise and thanksgiving which recreated an unble-
mished world’~all statements in this volume that relate to other
writers, but that could well have equally referred back to the
author himself.

Here is a volume that can be enthusiastically recommended as
being academically sound, mentally refreshing, and a significant
contribution to the long-awaited reorientation of literature out
of the Slough of Despond. That it should have been written by
an Englishman, Director of the St Theosevia Centre for Chris-
tian Spirituality, and an authority on the Danish educationalist,
reformer and hymn-writer Grundtvig, lends added strength and
hope, forlorn maybe but real, to the question he himself raises:

Who knows but that the language and heritage of the people who for
1,500 years have shared the island of Britain with the English will no
longer be a closed book to the millions who have English as their
mother-tongue?

ROBERT M. JONES
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AN INTRODUCTION TO CELTIC CHRISTIANITY , Edited by
James P. Mackey. T. and T. Clark Ltd., 1989, £17.95.

An Introduction To Celtic Christianity, edited by Professor
James P. Mackey of Edinburgh University, is an interesting, and
at times fascinating, book, even if at times it is also wayward
and a little provoking. The editor claims that it is ‘an intro-
ductory map for beginners’. Moreover, ‘it is a map of Celtic
Christianity, not of Celtic culture in general.” Fair enough: one
book cannot cover everything from the creation of the world to
the Day of Judgement. Yet I fail to comprehend how any form
of the Christian faith can be expounded without some aware-
ness of the culture in which it took root, and to which it had to
adapt itself. In any case this is not a book about ‘Celtic’ Christi-
anity, but almost entirely about ‘Early Irish’ Christianity, as the
author admits with a certain embarrassment.

This tacit identification reinforces my doubts as to whether
there ever was anything that could accurately be termed Celtic
Christianity. In my innocence I had imagined that the concep-
tion of a ‘Celtic Christianity’ had finally been exploded and
consigned to the limbo of Victorian romanticism. Celtic culture
certainly: Celtic art without a doubt: Celtic law unquestion-
ably: but Celtic Christianity? After all, in the period most under
discussion in this book, we are still in the age of the undivided
Church, when it could claim, without needing to add any quali-
fication, to be ‘The Holy Catholic Church throughout all the
world [that] doth acknowledge Thee, the Father of an infinite
majesty; Thine honourable, true, and only Son; also the Holy
Ghost the Comforter.” The differences are differences of cul-
ture, of race, of politics.

Even if we restrict ourselves to Irish Christianity, meaning by
that the one Holy Catholic Faith expressed in early Irish culture
and temperament, two omissions surprise and disappoint me.
There is practically no reference at all to the Liturgy of the
early Irish Church, though surely the very soul of a people’s
worship is revealed in its liturgy. And not a hint of the music of
the early Irish Church, though music flows in the heart’s blood
of the Irish people. Irish monasteries on the Continent, notably
that of St Gall, were in the vanguard of liturgical musical
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development.

For all that, if it be read with discrimination, this can be a
rewarding book. It consists of fourteen essays or studies on
various aspects of ‘Celtic’ Christianity, each by a different
scholar, and a long introduction by Professor Mackey which is
by no means the least stimulating part of the volume. In a short
review it is impossible to do justice to such wealth, and I can
only indicate what seems to emerge as the essence of the early
Irish understanding of the faith.

The exposition of St Patrick’s Breastplate by Dr Noel D.
O’Donoghue takes us to the heart of the matter. It is a gem of
devotional scholarship in the classic mystical tradition. This is
not to say that I agree with all his theological conclusions, for in
fact I do not, and Dr O’Donoghue candidly admits the diffi-
culty of some of his positions. Yet even those who may not be
entirely convinced cannot fail to be enriched by a careful
reading of this essay. By way of preface he tells us

The Breastplate ... is a messenger from a world at once familiar and

strange, a messenger that is put in question by our contemporary sense

or senses of the meaning of Christianity, but also a messenger that
puts our contemporary understanding of Christianity in question, and
may well have much to say to us that can illuminate our journey into

the future. (pp- 45-6)
He then continues:

The Lorica is a protection prayer, a deeply Christian protection prayer

that yet carries along with it some of the flavour of pre-Christian

invocations that were no less sincerely spoken and sung for the same

purpose of protection. (pp. 49-50)

Here we meet Dr O’Donoghue’s basic and passionately held
conviction that the Celtic consciousness, when it became Chris-
tian, did not simply reject the ancient faith as false but gladly
baptized it into Christ. As he says later on,

The link here with pre-Christian animism and the fairy-world of Celtic

folk imagination is clear and only those who wish to break all continu-

ity between ‘paganism’ and Christianity would wish to deny it. (p. 52)
Then, writing of the invocation of the Heavenly Host he re-
minds us that

if one does not understand the nearness and apprehensibility of the

‘other world’ of the angels and saints, there is no hope at all of under-
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standing Celtic Christianity. (p. 51)

These spiritual beings are in no sense merely poetical imagery.
They are as real as the sun and moon, the wind and the sea.... In a
sense they are more real for they are eternal and indestructible, and
their constant presence in human life touches the immortal part of us.

(p.52)

Moreover,
sun and moon, fire and lightning, as well as the unchanging rocks and
the ever-changing sea, are all seen as living and powerful friends and

companions. And, conversely, man is seen as friend and companion to
the world in which he lives. (p. 54)

Here, as again and again in these essays, we are made aware of
the deep Celtic love of the natural world and of its keen appre-
ciation of its loveliness and goodness. Even after facing honestly
the Lorica’s cry for protection against all the forces of evil in
the world, and especially the great enemy the devil, the father
of lies, Dr O’Donoghue can end triumphantly, ‘This is not a pes-
simistic theology of the radical evil of a fallen world. The world
is good, nature is good; men and women are good’ (p. 58). With
this | am naturally in complete agreement, and it is good to hear
it said so clearly in a world that is being increasingly polluted,
devastated and vulgarized at every tumn. Yet I suspect that Dr
O’Donoghue has gone somewhat beyond his brief here, and is
proclaiming rather his own passionately held mystical faith: for
there is another side to the picture.

This comes out in the scholarly precision of the essay by
Thomas Finan on Hiberno-Latin Christian Literature, and in
particular in his discussion of Columbanus-that tortured,
volcanic figure, Irish and European at the same time, who was
undoubtedly one of the shaping forces of European civilization.
Finan makes it clear that the optimistic picture of a lovely
world where everything that God made is good and beautiful, is
not the whole picture of the Celtic consciousness. There is also
the Celtic twilight:

The imagination and sentiment go much deeper than the surface of
things. If it be true of the Celts that ‘all their songs are sad’, none ever
felt a sadder interior melody than Columbanus. He had a Pascalian
sense of the misére of the human condition, a Celtic as well as a
metaphysical sense of the transcience and relativity and ultimate
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unreality of the visible world. ‘O human life, feeble and mortal, how

many have you deceived, beguiled and blinded! While you fly you are

nothing, while you are seen you are like a shadow, while you arise you

are but smoke.’ (pp- 72-3)

A far cry from the serene faith of the Lorica, doubtless, but
then Columbanus was proclaiming the faith amid the blood and
senseless cruelty of the crashing Roman Empire—and that must
make a difference. In any case, he represents the other face of
the Celtic character, the Augustinian face that was to show
itself unmistakably in the Welsh Evangelical Revival of the
eighteenth century, and that was to enter into the blood and
bone of the Scottish Gael in a stern and uncompromising Cal-
vinism. To this must be added a vivid belief in Hell that seems
to feel little regret for the myriads of souls that enter it without
any hope of deliverance;and also the truly terrifying austerities
and the renunciations of the early Irish monks, at once so
superhuman and so inhuman. Yet all this is part of the conti-
nuing enigma of the Celtic character.

The last word should, however, rest with the closing verse of
the Lorica, the Christ-Prayer. Quotation from Dr O’'Donoghue’s
commentary would be of little value here: the section must be
read in full to enter into its wonder at, and ardent longing for,
mystical union with Christ and his creation. If this section is
read in conjunction with Diarmaid O’Laoghaire’s article ‘Prayers
and Hymns in the Vernacular’, and if the darker side of the Irish
understanding of the faith be not glossed over, the intelligent
student will gain a valuable, and, I think, a reliable insight into
that unique fusion of sixth century Christian faith with the still
living and almost intact La Téne culture of the Celts of Ireland.

There is not space to mention here the other essays in this
collection, but that implies no sort of value{judgement upon
them. Naturally they vary. I ought, however, at least to mention
the article by the late Cardinal O’Faigh. It is a careful and most
readable account of the Irish evangelization of the continent of
Europe, which the writer correctly calls ‘Surely the greatest
achievement of the Irish Church and people’ (p. 135). To any
who do not know the amazing story it will come as a revelation
of Europe’s debt to Ireland, as well as of the explosive vitality
of that early Church, and the Celt’s inextinguishable urge to
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wander.

The book is excellently printed, though there are a few more
misprints than I am accustomed to find in the work of T. and T.
Clark. None of them is serious, except for a positive disaster on
page 131. There we are told that two Irish princes gave for the
new Abbey Church at Regensburg, ‘two hundred marks, an
enormous sum for that era, worth about 0,000 in today’s
money.” I trust that no sarcasm was intended.

HARRY GALBRAITH MILLER

A MEASURE OF ENGLISH POETRY by Anne Ridler.
The Perpetua Press, 1991, £4.95.

This short book will be of great value to anyone who loves
English poetry, and in particular to those who are concerned
with its religious dimensions.

It consists of three essays; the first is entitled ‘Religious
Poetry: A Minor Branch of the Art?” The question receives a
firm but gentle answer—‘No’. The second essay discuss ‘Poetic
Process in Eliot’s Four Quartets’, and profits from the writer’s
personal knowledge of Eliot and of his circumstances in the
1930’s. The third, ‘On Certain English Verse Rhythms’ is more
technical. It explores the subtle and elusive nature of rhythm in
English verse. Like the two earlier essays it is much concerned
with the relationship between poetry and music. Among other
things it contains a wonderful stanza of Ben Jonson, memorably
set to music by Vaughan Williams in Sir John in Love.

In the first of the essays Anne Ridler looks at the work of a
number of the religious poets of our century, among them
Yeats, Eliot, Edwin Muir, R. S. Thomas, W. H. Auden and
Geoffrey Hill. She remarks on the wealth of religious verse to be
found in our age which so often thinks of itself as agnostic and
irreligious. She comments on the way in which the characteris-
tic writers of our time wrestle with the problems of doubt and
despair. ‘Any hope, for us to accept it, must be shown to be
dearly bought.’
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In the essay on the Four Quartets, which the writer considers
‘the supreme religious poetry of our time’, she elucidates her
theme from her own experience as a poet as well as from her
close knowledge of Eliot’s text. She speaks of the complicated
balance between conscious and unconscious activity which goes
into the making of a poem. For many readers this essay will be
the most precious part of a book which, though small, is full of
insight and understanding. We are able to go back to the reading
of Eliot’s work with both mind and imagination strengthened
and enlivened.

A. M. ALLCHIN

WOMEN, Models of Liberation by Marie Anne Mayeski. Fount
Paperbacks, 1991, £5.99.

Perhaps prospective readers will find the title of this book off-
putting, especially when the cover informs them that it is ‘com-
pelling from start to finish’. I cannot wholly agree with this
statement, but it is an interesting and readable book. Perhaps I
can do no better than to quote from Dame Felicitas Corrigan’s
blurb on the back cover:
This book is not, as its title might suggest, one more strident cry
demanding women’s rights from across the Atlantic. It is much more
valuable and positive: as far as [ know there is nothing quite like it.
Eight women, including, as might be expected, St Teresa of
Avila and Julian of Norwich, are portrayed, and extracts from
their writings given. The other six are Perpetua the Martyr;
Dhuoda of Septimania, noted for the letters she wrote to her
son from whom she was parted; Héloise; Sarah Grimke, a nine-
teenth century Quaker and feminist; Sister Blandina Segale, a
nun who worked in Mexico in the nineteenth century; and
Caryll Houselander, who was active in the 1950’s. I am doubtful
about Héloise’s inclusion, however. Her letters to Peter Abelard
reveal her deep love for him throughout her life, but I do not
think they show the freedom in Christ which this book extols.
The author’s thesis is that all these women lived in the

45



restricted conditions imposed by the Church and State of their
day, but gained their inner freedom in Christ. She reminds us
that

Only in her forties did Teresa face the crisis of limits which her
temperament, her energy and her passion forced upon her. Characteris-
tically she describes this point of decision in terms of ‘really living’
and the lack of freedom which is the result of the inability to choose
decisively.... Like s0 many other women, Teresa here discovers that
her liberation depends upon herself and is essentially a question of
autonomy, of making her own choices. But most of all, this reflection
of Teresa’s reveals the paradigm central to all Christian autobiography:
the discovery of the divided heart, the hunger for life and freedom and
the recognition that these latter are gifts of grace to be had only
through complete surrender.

At the end of each study there is a space for questions and
activities designed to make readers ponder, and which Marie
Anne Mayeski hopes ‘will allow the reader to appropriate the
author’s work’. There is also a selected list of further reading.
This book provides an excellent introduction to the women
portrayed, and could prove a useful basis of study for women’s
groups.

SISTER ELLINOR SLG

APOLOGY

In the Summer issue of the Fuiracres Chronicle there was an
error in typesetting in the review of The Power of Miracle by
Norman Dockeray, for which we apologize to both author and
reviewer. The beginning of the second paragraph should read:

There are, he says, two classes of human miracle, which he calls
apothaumata and perithaumata. An apothauma is that type whereby
the agent acts on the outside world, as in a healing miracle. A
perithauma is a miracle taking place within the being of the agent...
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