




COMMUNITY NOTES 

AT FAIRACRES during Lent we have been glad to welcome Fr 
John Bardwell to give us a series of lectures on St Mark's gospel 
under the title, 'Mark's Mixed Metaphors'. He took the 
opportunity to 'try out' on us some original but convincing 
conclusions arising from his study of the text. It would not be 
fair to steal his fire by rehearsing them here, suffice it to say 
that we have been encouraged to credit the author of the 
earliest gospel with a grasp of his sublime subject, and subtlety 
of presentation, more usually associated with the fourth 
evangelist. So we have been stimulated to engage with the 
gospel in a new way, to look at the pattern of the text as a 
whole (it has been helpful to have it spread out before us like a 
scroll, without arbitrary page divisions) and to pick up the 
constant and significant echo of the Old Testament in its basic 
imagery. As with all good exegesis, we have been drawn into the 
life of the Spirit working through the Word of God. We began 
by hearing the voice in the desert, and then journeyed on the 
way of discipleship. How encouraging it is to realize that on the 
way someone always seems to hear Jesus's teaching wrongly or 
not to understand! 

In Lent we contemplate the Way of the Cross and the 
journey up to Jerusalem, images of our Christian journey and 
the way of discipleship. But, reflecting on this, we must not lose 
sight of the fact that we journey here and now with a living 
person, the Lord Jesus Christ who is the Way, who lives his own 
life in and through each one of us: 'Christ has no hands but our 
hands to do his work today'. Only as we come to know him are 
our lives in all their detail and particularity given direction and 
brought at every point into relationship with God. We can 
journey up to Jerusalem in the footsteps of Christ and seek to 
follow him as his disciples only because of the mystery of Christ 
within us. The Way, before it is a path, is a person, and we 
founder and get lost if we forget this. 

Human relationships are often difficult and fraught with 
misunderstanding, pain and isolation, but they are also capable 
of being profoundly joy-bearing. To grow in the understanding 
that all human experience is known in Jesus is part of the work 



of prayer, of Christ's prayer in us. To follow Christ in love 
through all the experiences of our daily life opens us up to the 
possibility of seeing in all things the life-giving Easter event 
which we now celebrate. 

Here in the northern hemisphere we have all the wonderful 
signs of spring and new life to accompany our words of 
resurrection, but that needs to be balanced at the same time 
with awareness of the upside-down ( or right-side-up?) 
experience of autumn and dying in the other half of the world. 
So wherever we are, we know that Love goes into death and 
blackness, but know too that God does not abandon his 
beloved. Christ triumphs over death to appear in the Easter 
garden and call weeping Mary by her own name. The immensity 
of the Easter event is beyond us; the intimacy of the 
'Mary'-'Rabboni' call is what draws us on. 

Novice Brenda of Jesus was Clothed on 20 March; it was 
good to have her mother and friends and colleagues from the 
Salford Cathedral Drop-in Day Centre with us for the 
ceremony. Fr John Tidy, who was admitted as a Priest 
Associate by Fr Hugh Wybrew in December 1992, has now 
taken up his appointment as Dean of St George's Cathedral in 
Jerusalem, a post which was held by Fr Hugh until he became 
vicar of St Mary Magdalene's Church here in Oxford-so we are 
glad of that continuing link. As you will gather from the pages 
of this Chronicle, Sr Avis Mary spent a month in Germany in 
the autumn of last year; more recently Sr Isabel Mary has spent 
three weeks living with the Sisters of Ordo Pacis. We in turn 
have been glad to have Sr Gabriele of Ordo Pacis sharing in our 
life since January. 

In February Sr Benedicta went to the United States, to St 
Catherine's College, Minnesota-a Roman Catholic all-women's 
College. While there she was awarded the Alexandrine Medal, 
presented by the College to outstanding women scholars. 
Inscribed on the medal are some words which Bede applied to 
himself, 'It has always been my delight to learn, to teach and to 
write'. We give thanks for this recognition of Sr Benedicta's 
contribution to monastic scholarship. 

Looking ahead to 1994, the Pope has called for a Synod in 
Rome to consider the Consecrated Life within the Roman 
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Catholic Church. In connection with this I have attended two 
meetings at Stanbrook Abbey, as an Anglican representative of 
the monastic life. We have met as a small group of women doing 
long-term preparation for the Synod, but perhaps the most 
encouraging aspect of it is our mutual recognition of the 
validity of the contemplative life of our communities. In these 
days when there is a certain amount of hesitancy about the way 
forward in ecumenism, it seems important that we should share 
as much as we can, in whatever ways we can. The friendships 
made at these meetings, drawing on our common experience of 
a way of life, underline our commitment to the one risen Lord. 

May I draw your attention to the Fellowship Retreat which 
this year is going to be conducted by Fr John Scott, who is 
currently chaplain at Bede House. I would also like to record 
here our thanks to Fr Ian Paton and his wife Cathy for 
conducting the FLG Retreat in Scotland earlier this year. 

All the Sisters join me in wishing each of you a very joyous 
Eastertide. 

MOTHER SLG 

Mother Anne recently celebrated her birthday, for which the 
Community had compiled a book of quotations and pictures on 
the subject of the Holy Name of Jesus. As well as Scripture, we 
drew on familiar litanies and hymns, patristic writings, 
comparable devotions in other religions and English poetry. The 
book opens with a picture of the Cruciform figure we have at 
Fairacres, and this poem by George Herbert: 

JESU is in my heart, his sacred name 
Is deeply carved there: but th 'other week 
A great affliction broke the little frame, 
Ev'n all to pieces: which I went to seek: 
And first I found the corner, where was J, 
After, where ES, and next where U was graved. 
When I had got these parcels, instantly 
I sat me down to spell them, and perceived 
That to my broken heart he was I ease you 

And to my whole is JESU 
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JUGS, JUNK, AND THE JOURNEY 

SISTER ROSEMARY SLG 

God gives to each one according to each one's mode; 
He is like a fountain from which everyone draws 

as much water as the jug he carries will hold. 
(St John of the Cross,Ascent, II,21,2) 

WHETHER WE COME WITH a broken tea-cup, a litre jug or a 
two-gallon bucket does not matter; suddenly 'bigger' is not 
better, and 'most' not necessarily best-wonderful! But when I 
first came upon this passage I shared it delightedly with one of 
my Sisters whose response was quite different: 'How depressing­
just one more put-down! ' I was thinking of God's indiscriminate 
generosity and jugs full to the brim, she was thinking of a very 
small tea-cup and all the water spilt.... Vivid images speak 
powerfully to us, but not always in the same way or quite 
predictably. So it is wise to watch the context. What is St John 
of the Cross saying? What can we learn here about God and our 
own life lived in relationship to him? Using St John's writings, 
and those of St Teresa, let us reflect further on this passage and, 
without over-pressing it, see if it will take us some way into 
'Carmelite spirituality'. 

To begin with the jugs. If we think of them as earthenware 
pitchers we do not have to look far for a biblical allusion with 
the point spelled out clearly. As Jeremiah watched the potter at 
work at his wheel and saw him mould the clay into one form 
and then another at will, the word of the Lord came to him, 'O 
house of Israel, can I not do with you as this potter has done? 
Behold, like the clay in the potter's hand, so are you in my 
hand, 0 house of Israel' (Jer. 18:6). St Paul puts it even more 
strongly, 'Will what is moulded say to its moulder, "Why have 
you made me thus?" Has the potter no right over the clay, to 
make out of the same lump one vessel for beauty and one for 
menial use?' (Rom. 9). If we think in terms of what the jug is 
made of, then God has a free hand with our human clay and we 
can hardly protest about the size or sort of vessel we are. 

Something similar is said in the scholastic assertion which St 
John makes use of at beginning of the Ascent of Mount Carmel, 
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that the soul of a new-born baby is like a tabula rasa, a clean 
slate with nothing written on it, sheer potential (I,3,3). We 
come with no title or title deeds. God, 'maker of all things, in 
heaven and on earth, visible and invisible', has sovereign free­
dom in respect to his creation and we, the work of his hands, 
are totally indebted to him, and dependent on him. The biblical 
image points us further back still to the strong, fundamental, 
Hebraic doctrine, which we can never ponder enough, of crea­
tion out of nothing. This is the corner-stone of St John's 
doctrine of man and he makes of it something most glorious: in 
human nature essential 'nothing' becomes sheer capacity for 
God (capax dei), a capacity which is 'deep', 'very great' and 
indeed 'infinite' (Living Flame, 3,18,22, etc.). That is the 
meaning of our nature which St John sees always in relation to 
that end. 

To consider jugs merely as curiously fashioned lumps of clay, 
even lumps of clay with a hole in the middle, would be to miss 
entirely their 'jugginess' and what they are for. They make sense 
in relation to the fountain, and God-the-Fountain is acting to­
wards them in perfect accord with their nature as well as his 
own. We make sense only in relation to the constantly poured­
out life of the Holy Trinity, and the most important thing to be 
said of us is that we are capax dei, shaped for receptivity and 
out-pouring. 

St John identifies three basic principles which mark God's 
dealings with people. God always acts towards us with order, 
gently and suitably, that is 'according to the mode of the soul', 
'according to its own manner of being' (Ascent 2,17). In con­
text, John is speaking of God's dealings with people one by one, 
but before respecting us as individuals he also respects the 
fundamental character which we have in common, openness to 
himself as our ultimate destiny, and draws us gradually, and as 
we are able to receive it, towards that end. So God comes to us 
first through our senses, through what we are able to apprehend 
of beauty, truth- and goodness in the world around us. These 
things delight us in themselves, but at the same time they 
awaken us to something more and make us restless; they are like 
messengers from another world, calling to us. That 'hole in the 
middle' is making itself felt. It may take us some while to 
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discover what, or who, it is that we are longing for. St John says 
that the realization that it is God for whom we long, and that 
God is 'I-know-not-what', is akin to the loftiest of all knowledge 
of him, something we will not need to unlearn, even in heaven: 

One of the outstanding favors God grants briefly in this life is an 
understanding of himself so lucid and lofty as to make one know 
clearly that He cannot be completely understood or experienced. This 
understanding is somewhat like that of the Blessed in heaven: those 
who understand God more, understand more distinctly the infinitude 
which remains to be understood; whereas those who see less of Him 
do not realize so clearly what remains to be seen. 

Spiritual Canticle, 7 ,9. 
We may perhaps compare it to a dawning sense of vocation. 

We are being powerfully impelled or drawn by something, 
which cannot be doubted or denied and puts all other experi­
ence in the shade, but which we can as yet only stammer about 
at the limits of our known world. 

This is a God who approaches his creation humbly, with res­
pect, taking into account our human nature and meeting us 
where we are; a potter, yes, but one who is an artist, who loves 
his material and takes his cue from its special properties. The 
trouble, as both St John and St Teresa lament, is that we our­
selves are so ignorant of who we are and fail to appreciate the 
'treasure' there is in this earthen vessel (I Cor. 4:7). 

Oh, then, soul, most beautiful among all the creatures, so anxious to 
know the dwelling place of your Beloved that you may go in quest of 
him and be united with Him, now we are telling you that you yourself 
are His dwelling and His secret chamber and hiding place. 

Spiritual Canticle, 1,7. 
The fundamental mode of God's presence in us is ours simply 

because without him we would not exist (Living Flame, 4,14); 
it is inalienable even by mortal sin (Spiritual Canticle, 1,8), 
though when we sin it is as if we were smothering a translucent 
crystal in thick black pitch (Interior Castle, 1,2). What it is hard 
for us to understand is that God is present even when 'we do 
not understand, taste or experience Him', then it is just that he 
is hidden, and we must seek his presence in the secret place of 
our own depths. This is a real and objective union with God, 
but an indiscriminate union, no more than preparation for the 
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union of grace and growing likeness, beyond which is that union 
of our nature with his which is bestowed upon us in Christ, 'the 
light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus 
Christ' shining in our hearts-the marriage consummated, 
deification. No wonder St Teresa describes the soul 'as if it were 
a castle made of a single diamond or of a very clear crystal': 

I can find nothing with which to compare the great beauty of a soul 
and its great capacity. In fact, however acute our intellects may be, 
they will no more be able to attain to a comprehension of this than to 
an understanding of God; for, as He Himself says, He created us in His 
image and likeness .... It is no small pity, and should cause us no little 
shame, that, through our own fault, we do not understand ourselves or 
know who we are. Interior Castle, l 

Clay in God's hands, nothing at all, empty vessels capable of 
receiving the fulness of God: jugs are a good symbol to reflect 
on. If we recognize ourselves in them at all we have to say that 
we are jugs with a thirst, which can feel the pain of lack and the 
joy of fulness. And now we are reaching the point at which 
another image is needed to convey what is most characteristic 
of any relationship, and above all of relation to God, dynamism, 
reciprocity, life. We are not just tabula rasa, passive, empty jars 
waiting to be filled, sitting there 'like dolts', as St Teresa puts it. 
The fun, the excitement, the pain of it is that we are responsive 
jars. St Teresa enables us to stay with jugs a little longer by 

thinking of them as vessels still being made, and made of glass. 
Perhaps, like me, you have watched a glass-blower at work. The 
blob of glass, still hot from the furnace and pliant, is placed at 
the end of his pipe and he blows into it, stretching it over his 
breath more and more finely, making a more and more generous 
globe which becomes light and airy as it swells. Or perhaps you 
have blown transparent blue or orange bubbles yourself with 
that composition that smells of pear drops! It is a process of 
enlargement, of dilation, of Dilatasi car meum, (Ps. 1 19:32): 

... however abundant this water which He gives may be, in nothing 
that he gives can there be superfluity. For, if His gift is abundant, He 
also bestows on the soul, as I have said, an abundant capacity for 
drinking; just as a glass-maker moulds his vessel to the size he thinks 
necessary, so that there is room for what he wishes to pour into them. 

Way of Perfection, eh. 19 
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Making the original image say more than it naturally can, St 
Teresa also pictures a fountain with a bowl that grows as the 
water gushes into it, and even more aptly, a bowl which fills 
from a spring in its own depths, overflowing ceaselessly and 
noiselessly in a constant gentle movement (Interior Castle, 4,2). 
Here, in the Fourth Mansion, St Teresa is describing the begin­
ning of what she terms the Prayer of Quiet. A vital transition is 
being made from virtuous, if somewhat busy, activity on our 
part to surrender and co-operation with God's activity. It is, 
therefore, a moment in which the soul, though apparently 
passive, is becoming more truly responsive and effective in its 
actions. There is growth in virtue and strength and, if the person 
does not back-slide but goes on from this point, the foundations 
of future growth and maturity in love are being laid. 'The soul 
must just leave itself in the hands of God, and do what he wills 
it to do, completely disregarding its own advantage and 
resigning itself as much as it possibly can to the will of God ... 
almost its whole work is to realize its unworthiness to receive 
such great good and to occupy itself in thanksgiving' ( 4,3). 

For what occurs when our will has been wholly freed by love, 
our memory by hope, and our intellect by faith, we must turn 
to the commentary of St John of the Cross on his poem 'The 
Living Flame', which ends with the line, 'How tenderly you 
swell my heart with love'. He is describing the fullest responsive­
ness of which the human person is capable, not just of 'the 
soul', in our modern somewhat disembodied use of the word, 
but of the whole person. What transpires takes place in the 
'deep caverns of sense' ('deep caverns of feeling' in some 
translations), the infinite desires of our senses not extinguished 
but set in order, and finding now their true object in God. It is 
as if God's love has penetrated the dark hollows of our being 
with his 'lamps of fire', burning not to our hurt but to give 
warmth and light. The imagery of fire and water coincide: 

0 marvellous thing, that the soul at this time is flooded with divine 
waters, abounding in them like a plentiful fount overflowing on all 
sides! Although it is true that this communication under discussion is 
the light and fire from these lamps of God, yet this fire here is so 
gentle that, being an immense fire, it is like the waters of life, which 
satisfy the thirst of the spirit with that impetus the spirit desires. 
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Hence these lamps of fire are living waters of the spirit, like those that 
descended upon the Apostles; although they were lamps of fire, they 
were pure and clear waters as well [Acts 2:3] . 

... Since in the communication of the spirit of these lamps, the soul 
is inflamed and put in the activity of love, it calls them lamps rather 
than waters, saying: 'O lamps of fire!' 

All that can be said of this stanza is less than the reality, for the 
transformation of the soul in God is indescribable. Everything can be 
expressed in this statement: The soul becomes God from God through 
participation in Him and in His attributes, which it terms 'the lamps of 
fire'. Living Flame, 3 ,8 

For one in whom trust has become an abiding disposition, 
who has been brought to this point 'with order', 'gently' and 
'suitably', such an inflow of the divine is neither shattering nor 
overwhelming. With no resistance and in a single movement she 
responds by receiving and returning all that God bestows. The 
warmth and light from the lamps generate her own warmth and 
light, qualities or, better, acts which are truly her own. Again in 
St John's own words: 

That which was once obscure and blind can now receive illumination 
and warmth of love, as it does, so as to be able to give forth light and 
love to the one who illumined and filled it with love. The true lover is 
only content when he employs all that he is in himself, is worth, has 
and receives in the beloved, and the greater all this is, the more 
satisfaction he receives in giving it. (3,1) 

St John's descriptions have a wealth of scriptural allusion. He 
draws on all the resources of language and reflection to evoke 
what transcends all metaphor and figure. At this far-point and 
centre of our human experience there is a pulse of sheer life, 
'pure act', in philosophical terms, which is only itself. Yet what 
we have here is not the climax of a philosophical system, or 
theological speculation, but evident witness to first-hand 
experience, expressed first of all in poetry. Reading it, and re­
reading it many times, we can in our own measure experience 
something of that warmth and light and with it quickened 
desire for the promises of God and renewed conversion. The 
tradition of caution, even prohibition, about reading St John of 
the Cross need not deter us if what we seek is the same as what 
we seek and receive in reading the gospels, for that is the 

9 



context of all his teaching. It is difficult chiefly in the way that 
the gospel is difficult, and dangerous only if we are unrealistic 
about ourselves, or seeking self-aggrandizement. The text itself, 
and our response at any one time, may guide us, for we can 
leave aside what does not speak or what we do not understand, 
and, following St Teresa's advice, read whatever increases our 
love. Then quite a short passage, even just a sentence, can hold, 
nourish, and challenge us for a long time, and still not have 
yielded all it has to give. For we may return to it later with 
richer experience of our own, or a wider reading of St John, and 
understand it better (cf. Ascent, Prologue). It was St John 
whom St Teresa summoned to the bickering, all too human, and 
far from unworldly nuns at the Convent of the Incarnation; 
having lived with them most of her life she had no illusions 
about them but she also knew their mettle and reckoned that he 
was just the person to restore peace and speak to their souls. 
For us, too, gradually to become familiar with the writings of St 
Teresa and St John is to find life-long friends. When we read 
such passages as those I have quoted from The Living Flame of 
Love, God meets us where we are and gives what we can receive. 
He is, after all a fountain from which everyone draws as much 
water as the jug he is carrying will hold. 

If we are to give credence to St John and St Teresa at all, and 
we are encouraged to do so, for they were declared Doctors of 
the universal Church in 1926 and 1971 respectively, we must 
say that the vision they have for humanity refers to that human 
nature which we know and share. So why does it seem remote? 
Can each of us here hope to know the divine Love, as far as we 
may in this life, with death as no more than the final veil, 'thin 
as a spider's web' (Living Flame, 1,32), already translucent to 
the light of eternity? St Teresa and St John affirm that we can. 
They never lose sight of the fact that God's self-giving is his gift, 
not our right, that he bestows himself mysteriously and as he 
chooses; but they also observe how often we refuse because we 
shirk the cost. Both testify that our lack of generosity and lack 
of perseverance are chiefly to blame for the mismatch between 
desire and daily experience: 'we are so niggardly and slow to 
give ourselves .. .' In the prologue to the Ascent John says, 'We 
are presenting a substantial and solid doctrine for all those who 
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desire to reach this nakedness of spirit', not palatable to all, but 
the way of Christ, the door leading to union with God (7 ,11 ). 
He says bluntly that even among those who consider themselves 
his friends, Christ is little known; and that these 'friends' prefer 
self-love to the way of the cross. Explaining her motives for 
founding St Joseph's, the first convent of the Reform, St Teresa 
says she yearned 'that as He has so many enemies and so few 
friends, these last should be trusty ones' (Way of Perfection, 1), 
and should be friends to each other. 

Sometimes there does seem to be a great distance between 
where we are and where we hope to arrive. John and Teresa are 
very well aware of this. The whole long drama of the Spiritual 
Canticle, the poem and the commentary upon it, takes its 
impetus from the opening cry, 'Where have You hidden, 
Beloved, and left me moaning? ... I went out calling You, and 
You were gone.' The Carmelites off er us an example and may 
give us courage in facing the experience of God-forsaken-ness, 
and finding meaning in it, finding God in it. They offer us 
paradigms to work with which include distance, darkness, loss 
and impasse. We can think of Mount Carmel itself as John 
sketched it for the nuns of Beas, with the steep ascent to the 
summit guaranteed on a path sign-posted only and emphatically 
'nothing' ;  or, as in Book Two of the Dark Night, of the secret 
ladder, which is the way of love, resting on God at its base and 
reaching to him at its climax. In this Community we used often 
to be rallied with the words, 'If your job is climbing , then 
climb!' ,  the text accompanied by a picture of some precipitous 
slope with a breath-taking view. But this is not the only way of 
picturing the distance to be travelled, John himself provides an 
alternative image in which we do not struggle upwards but 
rather submit to gravity. He tells us that God is our centre and 
we gravitate towards him as surely as physical bodies fall to­
wards the centre of the earth. They are prevented from reaching 
it by rock and fire, but find successive resting places as near as 
the obstacles permit. So we may penetrate to successive 
'centres' of the soul, drawn with ever-increasing love until we 
reach and rest in the ultimate and deepest centre, 'until it [ the 
soul] be brought into such a state that it appears to be God' 
(Living Flame, 1,13). 
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But to get to journey's end, we must make the journey, each 
one for herself or himself. How? If you were going up a hill 
with a cart-load of stuff you had no need to take with you, 
what would you do?* If you were preparing the rooms of a 
palace for the visit of a king, and found it full of old rubbish 
and a thoroughfare for the local riff-raff, what would you 
do?**  Dump the baggage, throw out the junk, tell the rabble to 
quit! Daily at Compline we repeat, 'How long will ye blaspheme 
mine honour, and take such pleasure in vanity and seek after 
leasing?' (Ps. 4:2) and the words have washed over me 
meaninglessly. Then I met them in a different translation, ' ... 
how long will your hearts be closed, how long will you love 
what is futile and seek what is false?' (Gelineau). A modern 
paraphrase of the opening of the Rule of St Albert tells us 
exactly how we are to travel, 'in the footsteps of Jesus Christ ... 
with an uncluttered heart and open mind'. The logic of it is 
described by Teresa, echoing St Paul: 'Having now tasted the 
consolations of God, he sees that earthly things are mere refuse; 
so, little by little, he withdraws from them and in this way 
becomes more and more his own master' (Interior Castle, 4). 
Our impediments here are not the grosser sins, the obvious vices 
and bad habits which were tackled at our first conversion, but 
' ... talking about, thinking about and doing useless things; an 
appetite for them; being detained by useless pastimes' (Spiritual 
Canticle, 28,7) or 'some little herd of appetites, satisfactions, 
and other imperfections, natural or spiritual' (26, 1 8) which, if 
we let them , still have great power over us. In a famous passage 
in the Ascent (I, 1 1 ,4) John points out that a bird can be 
prevented from taking off just as effectively by a thin thread as 
by a stout cord. It is such small things which get us, so small 
that we may think they hardly matter, but our attachment to 
them can be very great and does matter. Anthony Bloom tells 
of his attachment to a well-worn pencil stub, and the blessed 
freedom of giving it away to a friend (who was somewhat 
bemused by the unexpected gift) ! Detachment is the vital note 
in Carmelite poverty, which is no less fundamental and urgent 
here than in Franciscan spirituality. It is more searching than 

*Sayings of Light and Love, 53 **Way of Perfection, 18  
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simply having few possessions; the excess baggage in the cart is 
labelled by St John 'wants' and 'worries'. It can be marvellously 
freeing to have one's own heart seen through by his penetrating 
insight into our disordered appetites and consequent fears. He 
speaks to us like a very wise confessor, unsparing but 
compassionate, as in this fragment from a letter to Madre Ana 
(Granada, 1582): 

... I tell you not to be foolish and not to walk with fears that 
intimidate your soul. Give to God that which He has given you and 
gives you daily. It seems to me that you are trying to measure God by 
the measure of your own capacity ; but you should not do so. 

Or this to the Discalced Carmelite Nuns of Beas (Malaga, 15 8 6): 
... he who seeks his satisfaction in something no longer keeps himself 
entirely empty that God might fill him with His ineffable delight. And 
thus just as he goes to God so does he return, for his hands are 
encumbered and cannot receive what God is giving. 
People and relationships given us by God are not to be cut 

dead but held in respect, unpossessively; the good things of 
God's creation are not to be despised but enjoyed without greed 
or grasping; and whatever God gives to us in the things of the 
spirit, as in all the circumstances of our life, is to be held in 
open hands. St Teresa, in the book she wrote for the nuns who 
shared her venture of friendship at St Joseph's (and which is 
now used in Teresian Carmels as the basic manual for novitiate 
formation), said there are just three essentials: love for each 
other; detachment; and true humility 'which, although I put it 
last, is the most important of the three and embraces all the 
rest' (Way of Perfection, 4). 

The best paradigm for the journey is human life itself, from 
childhood to maturity, with the great astounding common­
places of birth, death and sexual love having their no less 
momentous parallels in the spiritual life. Both St Teresa and St 
John write tellingly and helpfully of the ways in which, to begin 
with, we behave like tiny children; infants who have to be 
weaned from the breast and accustomed to solid food; who ask 
to be carried when it is time to learn to walk; who do not know 
our own needs and want to eat sticky cakes and sweets instead 
of the nourishing dishes set before us. As we become attuned to 
perceiving our own lives in the light of our true purpose it seems 
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indeed that our life as it unfolds is the best possible expression 
of what God seeks to do with us, our particular best route to 
union with him. And as we learn to respond to him in every­
thing, there can be a growing correspondence between life in 
time and growth in the spirit. The distinction between meta­
phor and reality blurs. We compare human life to a journey; our 
life is our journey. 

This life-long perspective is important when we come to 
think about the last image I want briefly to refer to, one which 
more than any other is associated with St John of the Cross, the 
'dark night of the soul', the nights of sense and spirit. He is 
speaking about change and process, drawing on the so-familiar 
experience of day and night; and about progress through alter­
nating states, aware that the night itself has distinct phases, 
darkest before dawn and changing as the day approaches. But in 
our lives these are long rhythms, not day-to-day changes, and 
'night' is a state it is normal to be in for many years. We may 
find it easier to discern a pattern, to see the way things are 
moving, if we think in terms of a cycle rather than a straight 
line. Dom Oswald Sumner is helpful here; he discusses in a 
lecture to the Guild of Pastoral Psychology (1948) the ups and 
downs experienced by an author in the process of composition, 
and suggests that a very similar rhythm is to be found whenever 
the human being ardently pursues some goal. He continues: 

For myself, I would like to compare these minor lights and shades of 
life and the great cycles spoken of by St John with a complicated 
series of spiral movements. In the spiritual life we have the great 
spirals of the beginner, the illuminati, and the stage of transforming 
union. These circles are alternated by the two dark stages of the Night 
of the Senses and the Night of the Spirit . Thus the whole spiral is 
formed. But there are other stages within these great spirals, also of a 
similar spiral formation and echoing it. Thus, in the case of the 
beginner, we can have the spirals that are to be noted in the course of 
ordinary work ... ; or a further series, manifested in the ordinary life of 
a devout person who is still a beginner. As far as I can see, these series 
are all small echoes of the great spirals of St John of the Cross . 

More recent commentators would probably want to be less 
rigid in marking out the different stages. It has been said that in 
contemporary experience even if the 'purgative', 'illuminative' 
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and 'unitive' ways are recognizable, they seem often to over-lap 
or come in a different order. But Dom Sumner's general percep­
tion is a suggestive one which seems to me to ring true, and is in 
line with St John's conviction that God by his wisdom and 
providence orders all things gently, suitably and in order. Can 
we picture the overall pattern as something like the 'Chi Rho' 
page in the Book of Kells, based on a leisured, serene and 
purposive geometry, with no meaningless flourishes, each detail 
contributing to the harmony and beauty of the whole? 

Some such apprehension can lead us to believe in the worth 
of following our path faithfully, through the ups and downs, 
within God's purposes for his whole world. It can lead us to 
hope that the world's nights, in which our own are set, can be 
invested with meaning. God the Fountain fills to the brim every 
vessel that is presented, and that promise applies not just at 
journey's end but every step of the way. Why should it not 
apply to the whole work of his hands? St John of the Cross 
implies this in his 'Song of the soul that is glad to know God by 
faith', a song which epitomizes the spirit of the Carmelite way, 
in which we can join, and in which the images of night and 
fountain coinhere : 

How well I know that fountain's rushing flow 
Although by night. 

I know there is no other thing so fair 
And earth and heaven drink refreshment there 
Although by night. 

Flush with its banks the stream so proudly swells; 
I know it waters nations, heavens, and hells 
Though it be night. 

Here to all creatures it is crying, hark! 
That they may drink their fill though in the dark, 
For it is night. 

(Verses 1 ,  4, 7 ,  1 1 , trans. Roy Campbell) 

This article was given as a talk to novitiates from various Communities in 
a study day on Carmelite spirituality, held at Fairacres in October 1992. 
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ON INTERPRETING THE SONG OF SONGS 

SISTER EDMEE SLG 

JN THE EARLY RABBJNIC writings we find four astonishing claims 
concerning the nature of the Song of Songs which are often 
quoted and always thereafter ignored. Let us start with the 
most famous, the statement of Rabbi Akiba recorded in the 
Mishnah in response to a difference of opinion on the status of 
the Song: 

No one in Israel has ever disputed concerning the Song of Songs that 
it does not render the hands unclean [namely, is a sacred book] , since 
the whole world is not worthy of the day when the Song of Songs was 
given to Israel. For all the Scriptures are holy but the Song of Songs is 
the holy of holies.1 

A second saying, which echoes that statement, is attributed 
to Rabbi Akiba in Aggadat Shir Ha-Shirim: 'Had the Torah not 
been given, the Song of Songs would have sufficed to guide the 
world.'2 A third saying in the Tosephta, also attributed to 
Rabbi Akiba, and one frequently quoted by modern commenta­
tors without any consciousness of being liable to the same 
condemnation, says in effect: 'Anyone treating this book as a 
secular love poem forfeits his place in the world to come.'3 And 
a fourth saying, this time from the Talmud, and in the light of 
a recent book by Robert Murray, The Cosmic Covenant,* 
perhaps the most significant of all, expands the consequences of 
treating the Song as a secular love poem and tells us that the 
penalty would not be confined to the individual alone but 
would bring evil into the world and imperil the welfare of all 
mankind.4 

How then, we must ask, did the Rabbis read the Song of 
Songs? The modern answer, which is found in all academic 
discussion of the Song whether Jewish or Christian, is that, 
faced with an obviously sensual collection of love poems which 
had unaccountably landed up among the sacred scrolls, the 
Rabbis, and likewise the Church Fathers, surmounted the prob­
lem by allegorizing the book. And thus, by means of allegory, 

*See the review of this book in the last issue of the Fairacres Chronicle. Ed. 
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they imposed upon it a religious meaning it manifestly does not 
possess. 

Such an explanation does not explain the four rabbinical 
sayings just quoted and I should like to propose another, 
namely, that the Rabbis and the Church Fathers read the Song 
of Songs as it was intended by its author to be read. And if we 
are to discover how those readers came by their understanding 
of the author's intention we have to use their method, that is to 
say, we must eschew the modern pursuit of parallels in cognate 
languages and cultures-Akkadian, Ugaritic, Sumerian, Meso­
potamian, Egyptian or whatever, of which neither the Rabbis 
nor the Fathers would have known anything, nor thought rele­
vant if they had-and apply ourselves to seeking the meaning 
from within the biblical literature itself. We need, therefore, to 
imagine what it would be like to be a walking concordance of 
that literature, to know at the moment of hearing or reading a 
word exactly how it is used throughout the Bible. Men like 
Akiba were just such concordances and so was the early Church 
Father, Origen, whose two Homilies and Commentary on the 
Song of Songs are among the treasures of Christian mystical 
interpretation. 'We do not look without for the meaning', 
Origen states when commenting on the dramatis personnae of 
the Song,5 a comment which stands both for his method and 
for the rabbinical. Whether either Church or Synagogue 
developed their interpretations of the Song in ways that could 
have been foreseen by its author is another question. What is 
important for our present purpose is that they read it in the 
first place as the author's use of biblical language directed them 
to read it. Let us now see whether by following just three words 
briefly through the biblical writings, 'kiss' and 'mouth' in verse 
two of the first chapter, and 'name' in verse three, we can gain 
some idea of the way meanings are embedded in the text and 
what the writer would have expected the reader or hearer to 
understand by them. 

'Let him kiss me with the kisses of his mouth.' That is the 
King James version and is faithful to the Hebrew except that I 
would wish to argue, supported by both the Septuagint and the 
Vulgate, that the Hebrew prefix mem before 'kisses' should be 
translated as 'from' not 'with'.6 So, 'Let him kiss me from the 
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kisses of his mouth.' A detail, but already it suggests that 
something slightly different is going on to what we had thought, 
a great store of kisses, perhaps, to be dispensed to those who 
desire them with sufficient intensity. If the translators supply 
'with' it is because an assumption is being made concerning the 
kisses which on examination turns out to be mistaken. 

The verb nashaq, 'to kiss' or 'to touch', occurs thirty-one 
times in the Hebrew Bible. The context of every occurrence 
reveals that its use is confined to familial or metaphorical 
encounter. There are no lovers kisses in the Bible. In biblical 
language 'to kiss' often means rather 'to lay hold of', or 'to 
grasp', as in Psalm 2: 12 where nashqu-bar is translated in both 
Septuagint and Vulgate as 'lay hold of instruction'. The KJ 
translation is 'kiss the son', emended by the RSV to 'kiss his 
feet' (which certainly brings the verse into line with current 
interpretations of the Song in view of modern scholarly 
insistence that 'feet' or 'foot' is a euphemism for the membrum 
virile) .7 But, however translated, in Hebrew this example from 
Ps. 2 conforms to a characteristic in relation to the verb 'to kiss' 
which Ibn Ezra, the great Spanish-Jewish Bible commentator of 
the early twelfth century, points us to in his three-fold 
exposition of the Song of Songs.8 Wherever, throughout the 
Bible, he says, there is a lamed, namely, a Hebrew preposition, 
intervening between the verb 'to kiss' and its object, the kiss is 
on the hand, the shoulder or the cheek; without a lamed the 
kiss is on the mouth, as in Ps. 2 and in our verse from the Song. 
Our modern, western assumptions about kissing on the mouth, 
probably formed by the cinema and TV, might lead us to 
expect this observation of lbn Ezra to modify the claim that the 
verb 'to kiss' is used without sexual connotation in the biblical 
literature but, on the contrary, the nine instances I have 
managed to find which lack the preposition confirm it. They 
are: 

'And Esau ran to meet him, and embraced him, and fell on 
his neck and kissed him; and they wept' (Gen. 33:4). 
'Then Samuel took a vial of oil, and poured it upon his 
[Saul's] head, and kissed him' (I Sam. 10: 1). 
'And they kissed one another [David and Jonathan] and 
wept one with another' (I Sam. 20:4 1). 
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'Kiss the son lest he be angry' (Ps. 2: 12). 
'Righteousness and peace have kissed each other' (Ps. 85 : 10). 
'He who gives a right answer kisses the lips' (Prov. 24:26). 
'Let the men that sacrifice kiss the calves' (Hos. 13 :2). 
'Let him kiss me from the kisses of his mouth' (Song 1 :2). 
'O that thou wert as my brother ... I would kiss thee' (ibid. 
8: 1). 

We should also note here that the noun, 'kisses', in our verse 
only occurs in one other place, Prov. 27:6:  'Faithful are the 
wounds of a friend, but deceitful the kisses of an enemy.' 

It follows, then, that neither is the second word, peh 
'mouth', used with sexual connotation in biblical language. BDB 
(= Brown, Driver and Briggs, the standard Hebrew dictionary) 
only manages three references under 'mouth, organ of ... 
kissing', and the other two, apart from our verse, are references 
to idol worship (I Kings 19: 18 and Job 3 1: 27). 'Mouth' in the 
Bible stands primarily for the vehicle of speech but often means 
'command', and in our verse could as well mean 'his command' 
as 'his mouth'. A beautiful and significant use of peh occurs at 
Numbers 12 :8 where God, defending Moses against the criti­
cisms of Aaron and Miriam, says that Moses his servant is of 
such a kind that with him he will speak peh el peh, 'mouth to 
mouth'. Origen interprets 'mouth ' at Song 1 :2  as being that 
into which words are poured: 'May He pour the words of His 
mouth into mine, that I may hear Him speak Himself ... '9 This 
interpretation is amply borne out by biblical usage as the 
following typical examples show: 

'Speak unto him and put words in his mouth' (Ex. 4: 15). 
'The word which God puts in my mouth' (Num. 22:38). 
'The Lord put a word in Balaam's mouth' (ibid. 23:5). 
'That which the Lord has put in my mouth' (ibid. 23: 12). 
'I . .. will put my words in his mouth, and he shall speak unto 
them all that I shall command him' (Deut. 18: 18). 
'He has put a new song in my mouth' (Ps. 40:3). 
How, then, should our verse be understood? I think a clue is 

to be found in the verse before, the title line: 'The Song of 
Songs which is Solomon's', or 'which is for Solomon', or 
'belongs to Solomon', or 'concerning Solomon' -there are a 
number of ways of translating it. But the name Solomon, 
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She lomo in Hebrew, can be seen as a form of the word for 
'peace', shalom, and the title line can then be read as: 'The Song 
of Songs which concerns peace', or 'belongs to peace'. The 
Rabbis certainly see a play on shalom here and in the Midrash 
Rabba on this verse one opinion they offer is that wherever in 
the Song 'King Solomon' is found the meaning is: 'to the king 
[namely, God] to whom belongs peace.'10 This interpretation 
gives weight to seeing in our verse an allusion to Ps 85: 11: 
'Righteousness and peace have kissed each other.' 

Such a way of understanding the opening of the Song leads 
us directly to the book I have already mentioned, Robert 
Murray's The Cosmic Covenant , in which 'the covenant of 
peace' is a central theme. Murray does not discuss the Song but 
much that he writes could be applied to it, as for instance 
where, in relation to the covenant passage in Hosea, he talks of 
'the "cosmic marriage" in which heaven and earth "answer" 
each other', and he goes on to quote what he calls the 'shalom 
oracle', verses 11-13 which end Ps. 85: 

Loyalty and faithfulness have met together, 
justice and peace have embraced; 

Faithfulness springs up from the earth 
and justice looks down from heaven. 

The Lord will add prosperity 
and our land will yield its produce.11 

This takes us at once into the vertical dimension, that dimen­
sion which exists between God and his creation as distinct from 
the horizontal dimension which exists between persons, and it is 
this vertical dimension with which our third word, 'name', 
brings us face to face. 

The word 'name', shem in Hebrew, occurs just under a 
thousand times. It denotes 'being' or 'essence' and has a 
significance, even in such phrases as, 'And she called his name 
Joseph', which it altogether lacks in English. The forms 'my 
name' and 'thy name' with-in Hebrew-the masculine singular 
suffix, which is what we have in verse three of the Song, occurs 
109 times, 92 of them being direct address to God and eleven 
being direct address from God or his angel. (Three of these 
occur in one sentence at Gen. 35: 10: 'And God said unto him, 
Thy name is Jacob; thy name shall not be called any more 

20 



Jacob, but Israel shall be thy name'). Five of the remaining six 
are difficult to categorize but all invoke God or speak on his 
behalf while the sixth is either a total exception or, if taken in a 
messianic sense, confirms the 'vertical' use of 'thy name': 'In 
that day seven women shall take hold of one man, saying, Only 
let us be called by thy name' (Isaiah 4: 1). But, exception or 
not, it becomes clear on looking into the way 'thy name' is used 
that the Rabbis, and anyone else equally attentive to the details 
of biblical forms, would have recognized it as address to God in 
the third verse of the Song when they read, 'oil poured forth is 
thy name.' 

This linguistic evidence through the study of biblical usage 
provides us at the same time with both the plain meaning and 
the hidden meaning. Plain because the reader familiar with 
biblical conventions would know at once to whom the text is 
addressed, and hidden because the meaning is concealed from 
those who read the text in isolation from the Bible as a whole. 
What then, to return to our opening quotation from the Mish­
nah, was the issue which prompted Rabbi Akiba's assertion that 
the Song of Songs is the holy of holies? 

The answer which is consistent with what we know of Jewish 
mystical speculations in the time of Akiba12 was opened up for 
us by Gershom Scholem in a seminal chapter called 'The Age of 
Shiur Qomah Speculation and a Passage from Origen' which, 
since its publication in 196013 has generated numerous learned 
articles, chapters and whole books and continues to resonate in 
Jewish mystical studies. In that chapter Scholem proposed con­
nections between a magico-mystical treatise called the Shiur 
Qomah ('The Measure of the Body'), the Song of Songs and its 
description of the beloved at 5 :  1 1-16, and a passage in Origen's 
Commentary on the Song of Songs which states that, like the 
first chapter of Genesis and the first and last chapters of 
Ezekiel, care is taken among the Hebrews 'to allow no one even 
to hold this book [of the Song of Songs ] in his hands who has 
not reached a full and ripe age.' 14 Such a tradition regarding 
the Song is not known from Rabbinic writings but Scholem 
accepts Origen's testimony and goes on to say : 

The Song of Songs, because it contained a detailed description of the 
limbs of the lover, who was identified with God, became the basic 
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scriptural text upon which the doctrine of the Shiur Qomah leaned. 
But it is clear that the authors of our fragments of Shiur Qomah, 
instead of interpreting the Song of Songs as an allegory within the 
framework of the generally accepted midrashic interpretations, saw it 
as a strictly esoteric text containing sublime and tremendous mysteries 
regarding God in His appearance upon the throne of the Merkabah 
[God's throne-chariot] . ... Shiur Qomah comes to be considered ... as 
the deepest chapter opened up to the Merkabah mystic for his inspec­
tion and speculation. For ... the Shiur Qomah speaks of God 'who is 
beyond the sight of his creatures and hidden from the angels who 
minister to Him, but who has revealed Himself to Rabbi Akiba in the 
vision of the Merkabah .. .' 

According to this view it was, then, the esoteric nature of the 
Song which raised the question in the Mishnah about whether it 
rendered the hands unclean or, put another way, whether its 
character was consonant with the law of Moses and the vision of 
the Prophets. Rabbi Akiba, hero of the famous story of Jewish 
mysticism, 'The Four who entered Pardes', which says of him, 
'Only Rabbi Akiba entered in peace and came out in peace', was 
also the supreme halakhist of his day, that is, the supreme 
expositor of the law of Moses, which would have added weight 
to his judgement on the Song. Nevertheless, it is clear from the 
context that he was only speaking for the tradition when he 
claimed that 'no one in Israel has ever disputed concerning the 
Song of Songs' because 'the Song of Songs is the holy of holies.' 

* * * * * 

Hardly anyone, either Jewish or Christian, disputed concerning 
the Song of Songs for the next fifteen hundred years or so15 

but the rationalism of the Enlightenment and, more recently, 
the influence of Freud, have shifted the perspective. Moreover it 
is certainly true that human sexuality has had a raw deal from 
Christianity down the centuries and it seems that one way of 
redressing the balance, so far as the biblical literature is 
concerned, is to claim that the collection of love poems at its 
heart concerns human love and not divine. But the resistance 
this represents to the divine nature of the Song is due to an idea 
that divine love has no implications for human love, that 
indeed, the two are not only separate but even in some sense 
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opposed whereas, on the contrary, human love, if it is to last, if, 
that is, it is to have an eternal dimension, depends utterly on 
the sustaining love of God. 

It surely must have been such an understanding which in the 
early Middle Ages introduced the liturgical practice among 
Sephardic and Oriental congregations16 of chanting the Song 
entire in the synagogue each Friday night, that is to say, on the 
Sabbath eve when the law requires the fulfilment of the 
conjugal obligation. Of course, this very practice has been 
adduced in our day to confirm the erotic character of the Song 
which, according to this view, is recited for the purpose of 
sexual arousal, a view it would be difficult to controvert were it 
not that it overlooks the laws of purity which supersede the 
conjugal obligation and renders a wife forbidden to her husband 
nearly as often as not. No! It is not sexual desire which is 
aroused by the Song but love, a love which on the one hand 
hallows the sexual act and enables it to be approached, in the 
words of an ancient writer, as 'the most sacred of all 
sowings', 17 with consequences for the future of the race we are 
unable to estimate, while on the other hand it makes joy in 
companionship possible and provides that restraint which is 
both the mark of true love and its ennobling element. 

In contrast, the mystical commentaries on the Song in the 
Catholic tradition have all been written by and for those 
committed to a vow of celibacy, for the most part monks, that 
is, those called to a life of contemplation. In the Latin west, 
where the Song of Songs has resonated profoundly down the 
centuries, the monastic liturgy has from early times been 
impregnated with exquisite antiphons and short chapters from 

the Song, thus forming the monk's regular fare, purifying and 
converting him, turning him away from his natural lusts and 
inclinations, raising him from the torpor into which his carnal 
nature habitually falls, and reminding his soul of the love which 
first brought him to the monastery. 

How can we reconcile such apparently contradictory uses of 
the Song? In the Midrashim and the Targum on the Song it is 
claimed that the Song was written by Solomon under the inspi­
ration of the Holy Spirit, and I should like to end by making a 
link with a fable of La Fontaine. The fable concerns a satyr who 
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invited a human being drenched with rain to shelter and sup 
with him in his cave. But when the satyr saw his guest blow 
with his breath, first on his fingers and then on his soup, he 
became alarmed and asked the human for an explanation. 'The 
one cools my soup and the other warms my fingers', he replied. 
So it is with the Song. It is the same breath, the one Holy Spirit 
of Love, which breathes through it, both warming and cooling, 
but all to the one purpose: that we may fulfil our commitment 
to love. 

NOTES 

1 Tractate Yadayim ('Hands') III .5 . The reason for the sacred scrolls 
being categorized among items which defile the hands is not known 
with any certainty though the practical reason-to protect them 
from thoughtless handling-might be an adequate explanation. I 
suspect there is more to it. 
The word 'Scriptures', lit. 'Writings' (Ketuvim in Hebrew) applies 
both to the whole Bible and to the third division of the Hebrew 
Bible, the other two being 'Law' and 'Prophets'. Wherever, there­
fore, this passage is quoted there is sure to be a footnote informing 
the reader-almost certainly incorrectly-that the third division, 
'Writings' or 'Hagiographa' is intended, though there is no evidence 
for such a division in the Mishnah. See John Barton, Oracles of 
God, for the late emergence of the three divisions, especially 
pp.52-3, though on p.69, where he quotes this passage, he 
(unwittingly?) follows the consensus by inserting 'Ketuvim : 
Writings?' after 'all the Scriptures'. It is very difficult for the 
modern mind to believe that Akiba meant what he said! 

2 Aggadat Shir Ha-Shirim, ed. S. Schechter, Cambridge, 1896, p .5 .  

3 Tosephta, Sanhedrin XII,10. More literally : 'The one lifting up his 
voice in a drinking house with the Song of Songs and who treats it 
like a kind of secular song will not have a place in the world to 
come.' 

4 B. Sanhedrin 101a. Similar to above with the addition noted. 

5 Homily I in Song of Songs: Commentary and Homilies by Origen, 
trans. R.P. Lawson in Ancient Christian Writers, No. 26, London & 
USA, 1957, p.267 . 

6 The LXX and the early Latin versions, including Jerome's Vulgate, 
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have 'from'. But the Tridentine version of the Vulgate now in 
general use has 'with': 'Osculetur me osculo oris sui' (and only 
allows for one kiss). 

7 For 'current interpretations' see, e.g. Michael Goulder, The Song of 
Fourteen Songs, Sheffield, 1 986. 

8 Commentary on the Canticles by Ibn Ezra, trans H.J. Matthews, 
1 874. 

9 Commentary (see n.5), p.60. 

10  The Song of Songs Rabbah , ed. M .  Simon in the series The Soncino 
Midrash, London, 1 939, p.20. 

1 1  Robert Murray SJ, The Cosmic Covenant, Sheed and Ward, 1 992, 
p.40. 

1 2  Akiba's dates are c.50-c. 1 32 AD ,  while the Mishnah, though 
compiled over a long period, was published c.2 10  A D .  

1 3  In Gershom Scholem, Jewish Gnosticism, Merkabah Mysticism and 
Talmudic Tradition ,  New York, 1 960, pp.36-42. 

14 Prologue to the Commentary, p.23 (see n.5 above). Origen 
(c. 1 85-c.254) spent the last years of his life in Caesarea in 
Palestine, an important rabbinic centre in his day with which he 
clearly had some contact. The literature is growing on this subject 
but still see Nicholas de Lange, Origen and the Jews, Cambridge, 
1 976. 

15 The first Christian to argue for a rational interpretation of the Song 
was Theodore of Mopsuestia (350-428) who thought the book was 
written by Solomon to celebrate his marriage to Pharoah's daughter 
(I Kings 7 :8 ;  9 : 1 6  and 24), while the first Jewish commentary to 
expound the Song in human terms has been traced to thirteenth­
century France (see Marvin Pope, Song of Songs , Anchor Bible 
Series, New York, 1 977, pp.108-9). 

1 6  It is more well known that Ashkenazi Jews recite the Song of Songs 
on the Sabbath during the Passover, namely, only once a year. 

17  Plutarch, Praecepta conjugalia , quoted in Peter Brown, The Body 
and Society,  USA, 1988, and London (paperback edn.), 1 990, p. 1 8  
and n.65 . 

This paper was written for the Council of Christians and Jews/Birbeck 
College extramural course, 'Christians and Jews Looking at the Scriptures 
Together ', and was given on 16  December 1992 at the Convent of the 
Sisters of Sion, London. 
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ENTRUSTED WITH THE MESSAGE OF RECONCILIATION 

SISTER A VIS MARY SLG 

'THE BELLS! The bells ! '  I was standing on the pavement in a 
busy thoroughfare in Berlin one afternoon at the end of last 
October. I had been taking photographs of the memorial church 
of Maria Regina Martyrum (Mary, Queen of Martyrs) with the 
golden cross which can be seen from some distance away, and 
of the adjoining Carmelite convent, and I paused as a man, 
seeing the brown habit and black veil, rushed up, full of joy. 
'They're ringing!' he said . The church bells had been silent for 
so long, because the bell tower was dangerous and there had 
been no money for repairs, but now men were at last working 
on the tower and the bells had been ringing intermittently for 
some hours. 'Yes', I replied, 'for the first time in seven years' . 
'Seven years ! '  he exclaimed, shaking his head with wonder and 
pleasure. It was my last afternoon in Berlin. I too was experien­
cing the pealing of the bells as one of God's blessings, and my 
week at the Carmel Regina Martyrum had been full of blessings. 

On to the sound of bells ringing two days later in another 
place, in southern Germany. I was now with the Sisters at the 
Carmel of the Precious Blood at Dachau, just north of Munich, 
for a week. It was shortly before 3 p.m., and as on every day at 
this time, a bell was ringing in memory of the death of Christ. 
This large bell, given by Austrian Catholics, stands in front of 
the Roman Catholic Chapel of the Agony of Christ, a memorial 
chapel on the site of the former concentration camp at Dachau. 
The bell fell silent, and then at 3 p .m.  the bells of the Carmel 
which adjoins the camp began to ring and I left the cell for the 
Office of None. The Carmel has three bells; one or both of the 
larger bells summons the Sisters to Mass and Office . The third 
and smallest bell is rung after Vespers as the Sisters leave the 
choir and walk in twos along the cloister to the refectory for 
supper. This is a sombre moment in the day, recalling the Sisters 
to their work of atonement and reconciliation and of witnessing 
to the Love of God, which even the deepest darkness cannot 
overcome, for this bell rang at Stadelheim Prison during the 
years of Nazi rule to announce the executions. 
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A Shared Life of Reconciliation 

The Community of the Sisters of the Love of God has from its 
foundation onwards been particularly dedicated to the work of 
reconciliation. Chapter three of our Rule is entitled 'Recon­
ciliation' and makes reference to II Cor. 5: 18-21, which 
includes the passage: ' ... in Christ God was reconciling the world 
to himself, not counting their trespasses against them , and 
entrusting to us the message of reconciliation' (v.19). This work 
of reconciliation is a participation in Christ 's work of reconci­
liation, and we are enjoined to hold to the Love of God all the 
needs of humanity, 'for it is through Christ in the fellowship of 
the Spirit that the wholeness of spiritual power proceeds for the 
healing of the ills of mankind and the world's disorders' (SLG 
Rule, Ch. 3). 

With such an emphasis in our life of prayer, it has been a 
natural development , and an enrichment, that over the years we 
have formed deep links with other communities particularly 
dedicated to reconciliation. These include three German 
communities with whom I was privileged to spend a total of 
four and a half weeks last autumn: the two Carmels I have 
mentioned and the Lutheran Sisters of Ordo Pacis, with whom I 
began and ended my visit to Germany at the Cella St Hildegard, 
their convent in Fleestedt, south of Hamburg. I record my deep 
gratitude to all three communities for all the hospitality, 
generosity, kindness and care I received and for all we shared 
together. The close links of SLG and Ordo Pacis are well known 
to many Chronicle readers, and it is a joy to Ordo Pacis and to 
us if we in SLG can now and again reciprocate their visits. Less 
well known are the Community's links with the Carmels at 
Dachau and Berlin, and readers may be interested to know 
something of the history and vocation of these two Carmels. 

Carmel of the Precious Blood, Dachau 

On the Feast of the Precious Blood, 1 July 1964, the first Mass 
was celebrated at the still unfinished new Carmel, a significant 
step towards the fulfilment of the vision of the foundress, 
Mother Maria-Theresia. While Prioress at the Carmel at Putzchen 
near Bonn, she had been struck at Mass on I January 1961 with 
the thought that a Carmel should be founded at Dachau. As this 
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thought persisted, she consulted the Father Provincial of the 
Carmelite Order, who had already independently had the same 
thought, and after further prayer she wrote in January 1962 to 
Cardinal Julius Dopfner, requesting permission to make the 
foundation. The Cardinal in his reply asked her to state in more 
detail the reasons behind her request. A few weeks later, Mother 
Maria-Theresia wrote a letter, from which the following is an 
extract: 

Dachau is regarded throughout the world as the epitome of 
concentration camps. Its name will always remain connected with the 
most terrrible atrocities of the human race. A place where there was 
such wickedness, where so many people have suffered unspeakable 
things, must not be reduced to a mere memorial or even a tourist 
attraction.  There should be vicarious atonement, through the sacrifice 
of our Lord Jesus Christ, and through the sacrifice and atonement, 
linked with his sacrifice and atonement, of people who follow the 
suffering and atoning Lord in love and obedience. The Order of 
Carmel is in a special way called to sacrificial and atoning prayer. 

Mother Maria-Theresia's idea had been to move with a few 
Sisters into the barracks in the camp and then to build little by 
little just the barest necessities. The barracks had, however, 
already been demolished and so, with the consent of the 
Cardinal, an entirely new convent must be built. The Auxiliary 
Bishop of Munich, Dr Johannes Neuhausler, himself a prisoner 
at Dachau for four years, became closely involved with the 
project and on 23 November 1964 was able to establish the 
papal enclosure for the Sisters. One of the watch-towers of the 
former camp forms the entrance to the Carmel, but now it bears 
the emblem of Carmel, with the sign of the cross. The Carmel, 
adjacent to the camp, is on an extensive piece of land once used 
by the SS for leisure purposes, containing woods and a small 
lake. The convent buildings are single-storied and designed in 
the form of a cross, with the convent church at the centre. All 
the cells and the refectory and other rooms are designed to 
resemble the barracks, but I was also struck by the sense of light 
and warmth within the convent, produced in part by the 
gleaming wooden floors and red tiles. 

Some time after the foundation, Mother Maria-Theresia 
wrote about the task of the Carmelites in this place: 
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It is our great concern to make this place, Dachau, into a place of 
sacrifice and prayer, through its surrender to our Redeemer, who shed 
his blood for us . Dachau is indeed only a sign of what happens when 
the State is set in the place of God. We are, therefore, also thinking of 
the many people who are still today imprisoned and having to suffer 
for their convictions, as well as of those who promote evil in ever new 
forms. Thus our life should serve all people, so that Christ may 
through his blood bring about the reconciliation of the nations and 
conquer through his Love. 

We may well reflect that these words are as true and urgent now 
in 1993 as when they were written. Our links with the Sisters 
began in 1966, and we learned with sadness of the early death, 
on 10 March 1970, of Mother Maria-Theresa at the age of fifty­
nine. Sister Gemma then became Prioress until 1982, when 
Sister Hildegard took office. Sister Gemma wrote: 

Even without any word of explanation, our Carmel can be a sign of 
reconciliation and hope in this place of hatred from the past . The 
people who visit the concentration camp and are inwardly troubled 
should be able to find with us a place of reflection and stillness and 
feel themselves taken up into the prayer of the Sisters. 
Many a person feels moved to express his or her troubles to a Sister. 
We support people with their questions and problems, in conversations 
and letters, and try to give a sense of direction and encouragement 
from the centre of our contemplative life. 

Carmel Regina Marty rum, Berlin 

By the end of the 1970s, the Carmel at Dachau had grown to 
almost thirty, which is large for a Carmel, and the Sisters 
responded to a request from the parish of Maria Regina 
Martyrum in Berlin to found a Carmel there. The parish church 
is a memorial church, built in the early 1960s in memory of all 
victims of National Socialism, particularly those executed at the 
Plotzensee Prison, about a mile distant. The Sisters recognized 
this request as a call from God to continue their work of 
reconciliation, of living and praying near a place of past 
suffering. In May 1982 Sister Gemma and a group of Sisters set 
forth from Dachau to Berlin make the foundation. Sister 
Gemma was elected the first Prioress, and it is one of the divine 
mysteries that the foundress of the Berlin Carmel was also 

29 



called to her heavenly rest a few years after the foundation, for 
she died on 4 August 1990 at the age of fifty-eight, and was 
succeeded by Sister Petra . 

In Berlin also an entirely new Carmel had to be built, and this 
was blessed by Cardinal Joachim Meisner on 16 June 1984. A 
piece of land adjoining the parish church and limited in area was 
made available and through imaginative design the buildings are 
spacious and pleasing, and there are various small areas of 
garden, including roof gardens. The Carmelites attend Sunday 
Mass in the church and daily Mass and Office in the crypt of the 
church. A connecting passage leads from the Carmel to the 
church and the crypt . The Sisters maintain their enclosure, but 
have various connections with the life of the parish, including 
the monthly ecumenical prayer for peace in the crypt, on the 
last Thursday evening of each month, in which they take part 
with the parish and with the pastor and people of the 
neighbouring evangelical church . I was very glad to be able to 
attend one of these services during my week at the Carmel. 
Sister Gemma wrote, before the Sisters set forth from Dachau, 
of the task which lay ahead in Berlin: 

Here too our life and prayer should serve the cause of peace and 
reconciliation. It is a service within the Church in Berlin, in union with 
all Christians who find themselves as a minority in this city, in the 
diaspora, in the dispersion. We hope for fellowship with our closest 
neighbours, the parish of Maria Regina Martyrum, with the priests, 
religious and faithful of the city, with people who are seeking, with 
people who wish to pray with us, with people who let us share their 
burdens. We seek a union in prayer with our sisters and brothers on 
the other side of the Wall. 

Sister Gemma lived long enough to experince the opening of the 
Wall and some of the consequences .  It is now possible for 
women to come from the former East Germany to enter the 
Carmel in Berlin, and this has happened. 

'What was it like to be there? '  

Since my return, I have sometimes been asked what it felt like 
to visit the Plotzensee and the camp at Dachau and briefly to 
share the lives of the Carmelites in those places, that is, what 
the atmosphere was like . I stood in the former execution room 
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of the Plotzensee with one of the Carmelites, and we looked at 
the bar near the ceiling with its five hooks, reminding us both of 
the five wounds of Christ. We looked at the flowers which 
people had laid on the floor there. We remembered the 2,400 or 
so men, women and children who had died there, some of them 
brave resistance fighters, others utterly innocent and simple 
people. I found I was conscious of the many eucharistic 
celebrations, Catholic and Evangelical, which had been offered 
in that room in the intervening years, and of the many, many 
prayers uttered there from the heart. 

A few days later, I went out into the camp at Dachau with 
another Sister. It was a chilly, grey afternoon, 3 1  October, and 
appropriately, we were about to keep All Saints and All Souls at 
the Carmel. The camp is now mostly a grey open space, though 
there are markers to indicate the site of each set of barracks. 
The brick-built crematorium still stands, with the six ovens, 
which eventually became insufficient, and with the gas chamber 
disguised as a shower room, but in fact never used, as it was 
skilfully sabotaged by the prisoners. The watch-towers still 
surround the camp, and at the prisoner's entrance is the chilling 
inscription: Arbeit macht frei: 'Work makes free'. There is a 
museum, and a film to watch, and there are the Roman Catholic 
and Evangelical memorial chapels and the Jewish memorial on 
the site, close to each other and to the Carmel. I returned alone 
to the camp some days later. A group of Polish nuns stood for 
an hour or more, keeping vigil on the site of No. 26 Barracks, 
where many priests and pastors had been imprisoned. A small 
party of German policemen walked around, obviously on a 
required visit to see the camp, lest the story of Dachau and 
similar places ever be forgotten or obscured. 

I was there in those places, and I shared for a short time the 
life of the Carmelites there, but I do not know what it felt like 
there, and I can dare to be silent about that. As Ludwig 
Wittgenstein wrote, Wovon man nicht sprechen kann, daruber 
muss man schweigen: 'If one cannot speak of something, then 
one must be silent about it' (Tractatus logico-philosophicus, 
1918, No.7). But though I cannot answer that question, I can 
understand very well why the Sisters are there and why they 
choose to live there. 
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'Because you are here . . .  ' 

Inside the Carmel church at Dachau there is provision for the 
many who come in from the camp to write out for the Sisters 
intentions and requests for prayer. Every evening, the Sisters 
listen together to what has come during the day and hold it in 
prayer. I was very glad to share in this, and in the similar 
evening gathering in Berlin. The notes are written in various 
languages. One day, years ago, a Frenchman wrote, 'My father 
was murdered here in the camp. Because you are here, I could 
pray an Our Father.' 

It requires a clear and undeniable sense of call from God to 
opt for a lifetime for a life of praying service and compassion in 
such places. It requires a longing to be there, to be there with 
one's whole life, one's entire existence, for God and for the 
needs of so many people, for the needs of the whole world, a 
longing to be a sign of reconciliation and hope in a place of guilt 
and despair. To respond to such a call is to consent to be where 
God wills, to be at home, whatever the cost. It was for me a 
privilege and a home-coming to be able to be there also, even 
for a short time. The bells proclaimed the message of 
reconciliation and hope to me too. 
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BOOKS 

THE HEAR T OF SAL VATION: The Life and Teachings of St 
Theophan the Recluse, translated by Esther Williams. Intro­
duction by George Maloney SJ, commentary by Robin Amis. 
Praxis Institute Press, 1992, £8.95. 

Next year, 1994, sees the centenary of the death of one of the 
most remarkable figures of Russian Orthodox Christianity, St 
Theophan the Recluse. He was born in 1815 and received his 
initial spiritual and intellectual formation in Kiev, at the 
Theological Academy and in the Pechersk Lavra, the Monastery 
of the Caves. Throughout his life he endeavoured to maintain 
and develop a dynamic relationship between rigorous intel­
lectual thought and deeply spiritual prayer, for at the heart of 
his life lay the belief, first expressed by Clement of Alexandria, 
that 'philosophy is in a certain way a work of divine provi­
dence : not an enemy of truth but very much the contrary'. At 
first his ministry was as a Christian teacher in Kiev and St 
Petersburg, and as a scholar of patristic theology whose skills 
were cultivated by a prolonged period in the Holy Land and on 
Mount Athos. The writers of this lucid study emphasize and 
demonstrate how he was the direct product of the best within 
Russian Orthodox culture in the nineteenth century : 'it formed 
the context for such remarkable men, and ... they in turn were 
recognized by their culture and so were able to contribute to it 
fully' (p.29). 

In 1859  he was consecrated Bishop of Tambov from which 
he later moved in 1863 to become Bishop of Vladimir. But in 
1866, after an active era of pastoral activity, he resigned his see 
to retire to the monastery at Vysha where he remained for the 
rest of his life. Most of his time as a monk was actually spent as 
a recluse, from 1872 until his death in 1894. Of this life he 
wrote, 

I know a man who is always alone-he never goes out, and he does not 
receive visitors ; but when people ask him: 'How can you help but be 
bored?' he replies: 'Sometimes I have so much to do that from the 
moment I open my eyes I am doing, and it is impossible to finish 
before I close my eyes at night.' 
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For in addition to the Liturgy and the hours of prayer which he 
celebrated in full daily but privately, he wrote over twenty 
letters a day. He was a skilled craftsman and an indefatigable 
scholar. 

It is the notable achievement of these authors to have 
composed a faithful and perceptive study of many angles of 
Theophan's teaching, but in a systematic manner which pro­
vides a self-effacing framework for extensive extracts of his 
writing, while at the same time addressing the challenges before 
the Church today. Most of Theophan's writings remain in 
Russian, but significant elements are now available in English. 
Extensive translations have long been available from his edition 
of the Philokalia, which he translated into Russian and heavily 
glossed, and of Unseen Warfare, which, like his predecessor 
Nicodemus of Mount Athos, he edited and developed. His own 
spiritual teaching comprises the bulk of The Art of Prayer, 
compiled by Chariton of Valamo, and is further expounded in 
Raising Them Right,* extracts on the raising of children from 
The Way of Salvation. What these authors add to this corpus is 
extensive material from the saint's copious correspondence, as 
well as some attempt at systematic review and presentation. 

St Theophan was steeped in the hesychast tradition of 
prayer , prayer of the heart: 

The heart is the innermost man or spirit ... Stand there with attention 
... Stand in the heart, with the faith that God is also there, but how he 
is there do not speculate. Pray and entreat that in due time love for 
God may stir within you by his grace. (p.xii) 

Or, as a more recent witness has put it, 'Heaven is a very large 
place because it is where God is; but the way to it is very small 
because it is in our heart'. Theophan describes the way to 
heaven through the heart with an astonishing clarity and under­
standing of human nature and psychology fortified by extensive 
study of current psychological thought. This book delineates 
the complete picture of man which emerges from Theophan's 
manifold thought and teaching. For he was a staretz of an unus­
ually learned kind, serving a church which expected to receive 
such teaching in order to partake of 'a world in which saints are 
born even today' (p.xxi). A colleague and fellow bishop made 
an observation about Theophan after his death by quoting these 

*Conciliar Press, California, 1989, £2.50. 
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words of the saint's which in fact described his role: 

All who come into contact with such a grace-given person feel the 
presence of an extraordinary power manifested in him in a variety of 
ways. If he starts to speak about something spiritual, all he says is as 
plain as day and his words go straight to the soul, where they create 
appropriate feelings and attitudes. If he does not speak, a warmth and 
power comes from him which generates moral energy and makes us 
ready for all kinds of spiritual acts. (p.xv) 

He concluded : 'In Theophan we have a teacher of many, who 
kept silence; a public figure who lived in seclusion'. Of this life 
of seclusion and its joy Theophan once said, 

Those who love blessed solitude live a life of activity that reflects their 
spiritual powers. They never weary of praising their Maker to all 
eternity. (p.xix) 

This book shows the range of Theophan's spiritual activity 
and teaching. It sets forth the way in which he was able to per­
ceive and anticipate so many of the unhappy developments in 
thought and life which debilitate modern man. But he was able 
to challenge because he was well-versed in so many aspects of 
scientific, philosophical and psychological thought. His view 
was clear: 

To suppose that faith and science are two completely separate fields is 
a great error-even a fatal mistake. There is a false assumption here. 
Our spirit is one, and it is imbued with the principles of experimental 
science as well as with faith, so that our spirit is naturally compatible 
with both. I do not know of a philosopher who has ever successfully 
proved that these two doctrines are opposites, since it is much truer to 
show that they are complementary . (p.25) 

Because Theophan had been formed as a teacher he addressed 
this conviction not only to the spiritual and intellectual life of 
man in society, but also to education. Of this work he had a 
lofty view: 

Teachers should always be selected carefully from among the purest 
and holiest of men and chosen by God himself. Of all holy occupa­
tions, education is the holiest. 

It should be an immutable law never to teach Christian students a 
system of knowledge that would contradict Christian principles .... We 
have said that the experimental sciences are fully compatible with the 
true Christian faith. (p.25) 
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He deplored the way in which the horizons of the young could 
be narrowed down by 'specialism' as an end in itself, with the 
resulting fragmentation of thought and morality. 

This is a book for careful reading and, perhaps, re-reading. It 
is a very practical and purposeful manual not only for pene­
trating the thought and spirituality of this remarkable and 
many-sided saint. It is actually a painstaking guide to a whole 
way of thinking and acting rooted in prayer, which, if pursued 
diligently both individually and corporately, would breathe new 
life into many dry bones in both Church and Society today. 

DOUGLAS PALES 

PRIESTHOOD AND SOCIETY by Kenneth Mason. Canterbury 
Press, 1992, £ 1 1 .50. 

One of the saddest things to have happened during the ministry 
of those of us who have been ordained some time, is the way in 
which much of the parochial life of the Church of England has 
moved imperceptibly but inexorably in the direction of a 
sectarian outlook; not, I hasten to add, in the matter of the 
ordination of women to the priesthood, but in relation to the 
world at large. Numbers on the parish role seem to count for 
more than numbers in the parish; there is a general reluctance to 
engage in ministry which does not seem to have some immedi­
ate relevance to getting people into church; there is a loss of the 
initial vision which developed the non-stipendiary ministry so 
that it is now seen not as part of the Church's engagement with 
society at large, but as supplementary to that of the priest in his 
parish. All these and many other things are symptoms of that 
sectarian outlook, that looking for certainty, the concern for 
boundaries and the concentration upon the committed, which is 
used as a means of coping with- though not a legitimate 
response to-that insecurity and loss of nerve which is rampant 
among us. 

In this situation, Kenneth Mason's book, Priesthood and 
Society, is to be warmly welcomed, for it represents a compel­
ling questioning of such a position. Mason has been long 
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engaged in helping men to prepare for the priesthood, first as 
Sub-Warden of St Augustine's, Canterbury, when that college 
daringly and imaginatively tried to earth the theology of King's, 
London in the society which its students were to serve; then in 
the Canterbury School of Ministry, which tried to further the 
initial vision which brought NSMs into being; and recently at 
Coates Hall, which trains people for the ministry of the Church 
within the context of lay involvement and the concern for the 
life of the whole people of God. 

Mason tries to unfold the principles forming his own under­
standing of priesthood. Christian priesthood is an example of 
human priesthood which is itself defined as 'a tendency, often a 
necessity, for social groups to make certain people responsible 
for saving truth, to become symbolic foci of the things that 
really matter. ' This width of comprehension means that priest­
hood cannot be limited to one sector either of people or of life, 
for its concern with the things that really matter 'forbids it to 
treat anything human as trivial or alien'. His concern is to 'to 
urge upon the church that it should accept its calling as a 
priestly body, that is as an institution of society which has the 
whole of society to serve through its ministry. '  

Some hackles may rise at this point, and certainly some 
present-day ordinands will dismiss such an outlook as a 
hangover from the sixties. But Mason has learned from the past, 
and his is no replay of its sometimes superficial outlook. He sees 
the priestly task in terms of what he calls the 'Universal 
Moment', that is, that point where the securities and the 
guarantees of the present crumble and fall away, so that one has 
to take note of and respond to an awareness that 'the whole of 
existence has to be re-appropriated in a new way.' This is the 
point at which one is open to be grasped by God, and to be 
caught up in a mode of life which fulfils itself in an enterprise 
seeking to make the whole of society open to such a perspec­
tive. It uses the New Testament, the institutions of the Church, 
its theological affirmations and its life, not as some institu­
tionalization and codification of authority, but as a means by 
which 'again and again we are challenged to see that the 
arrangements we have made and the formulas we have adopted 
in our response to God's grace, are not adequate for it. Grace 
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overflows the containters we provide and bursts out beyond the 
limits we suppose to be appropriate.' 

The whole Church is priestly, therefore, but within this 
totality a place is to be found for a distinctive priesthood. 
Sociological reasons demand it, and it gives, and is in turn given, 
a structure to and by the Church as a whole. Here, I think, 
Mason is at his weakest. He leaves little room, in his vision of 
the priestly society, for anything other than a sociological 
valuation of the priesthood; but he goes on to invest this with a 
theological importance equal to that which in the past has been 
used to make the Church dependent on the ministry. The 
Church itself is called to be a sign, but within this the socio­
logically necessary priesthood not merely represents the 
Church, but is a distinctive representation of Christ. It is sent to 
the Church in Christ's name and is 'called to represent Christ to 
man just as he represents the Father.' Mason struggles hard to 
expound this without undervaluing the representative role of 
the laity, which he discusses sensitively in both its theologically 
and liturgically defined means of effecting God's presence in the 
world. However, some might feel that the logic of his argument 
really moves to that position which defines the ministry in 
terms of presidency rather than priesthood. We are left with a 
position giving priesthood a mystique which is no more accept­
able, because it is sociologically rather than theologically 
defined. 

My other point of unease was really with his first chapter, 
'The Necessity of Priesthood'. Such an argument, which justifies 
some element of belief by working from the outside inwards, 
reminded me very much of that sixties outlook, encapsulated in 
Honest to God, which worked on the principle of 'You know it 
makes sense' by claiming a universality of outlook for that 
which is believed. Then it was God, for Mason it is priesthood, 
but for both it is what you really mean by the words. There is 
priesthood and priesthood. Psychological or sociological argu­
ments in favour of universality do little to respect different 
forms of belief and unbelief, and in the end become rather 
patronizing. Mason is anxious to maintain that there is no 
Christian priesthood apart from the Cross. In this he is no doubt 
right, but I wonder if his Cross is not too smooth, too cerebral, 
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centred too much in intellectual argument. More tension 
remains, I think, than he allows and his vision is not so easily 
realized. Nevertheless, all who give themselves time to ponder 
this book (and it does need pondering for he makes little 
concession to his readers) will be richly rewarded and the 
ministry of many priests will be furthered. 

ERIC FRANKLIN 

HOLY LISTENING by Margaret Guenther. Darton, Longman 
and Todd, 1992, £8.95 . 

There is a growing awareness these days of the value of having a 
spiritual director or soul friend. Instead of something that was 
considered as being for a few people of a particular type, very 
many of us now regard it as a norm. Not only that, spiritual 
direction is no longer the sole province of the priest, but is often 
exercised by lay men and women. 

This excellent book by Margaret Guenther should be pre­
scribed reading for anyone engaged in this work. The author 
takes the models of hospitality, of teaching, and of midwifery 
as the structure for her book. She writes with great sensitivity, 
humility and humour, revealing her wide experience in relating 
to people who are in the process of dying and being born. Using 
Meister Eckhart's words as her model she advises us to 

Tend only to the birth in you and you will find all goodness and all 
consolation, all delight , all being and all truth. Reject it and you reject 
goodness and blessing. What comes to you in this birth brings with it 
pure being and blessing. But what you seek or love outside of this 
birth will come to nothing, no matter what you will or where you will 
it. 

I particularly like the use of the pregnancy and birthing 
symbols. She reminds us that there are often long periods of 
just waiting, times when it is right to push hard, then times of 
stillness and letting things happen. For each of us it is helpful 
and even necessary to have someone who will be able to discern 
which is the right mode for us to be in at a particular time. 

Margaret Guenther also points out that listening 'maternally' 
is a skill that many women possess, bringing with it the ability 
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'to be alongside', yet with compassion and true detachment. 
She is not naive enough to say that everyone can do it, and she 
stresses the importance of self-knowledge and of having her own 
spiritual director. She describes the need for readiness to be 
vulnerable and open oneself at the right moment, and to be 
willing to sometimes say, 'I don't know what's happening but 
let's just stay with this together'. 

Although the author is looking at the situation from the 
woman's point of view, in every whole person there is some­
thing of the opposite sex. Therefore, there will also be much of 
value and insight for men, lay or ordained, in these pages. 

It is a very readable and valuable book for anyone who is 
engaged in the care of souls. 

OBLATE SISTER GEORGINA 

A WORLD MADE WHOLE, Rediscovering the Celtic Tradition 
by Esther de Waal, Fount Paperbacks, 1 991 , £5. 99. 

Celtic spirituality is one of many spiritualities enjoying a revival. 
The danger of any particular spirituality becoming popular is 
that it becomes an end in itself rather than a means of journey­
ing to God. Occasionally the suspicion surfaces that those who 
pursue the Celtic tradition are not looking for Christ through it, 
but for some sub- or pre-Christian structure for ordering life. 
Indeed, just before he died, the late Father Martin Reith was 
much concerned that this attitude towards such a strongly in­
carnational and trinitarian approach to Christianity should be 
insidiously impregnating and weakening the power of the 
tradition. 

Therefore, it is heartening to meet such a firmly unromantic 
and strongly doctrinal exposition of Celtic spirituality in A 
World Made Whole. Esther de Waal is first and foremost an 
historian, so the book is carefully researched both from primary 
sources and from authorities in the field. But this is far from a 
dry, scholarly work. She has allowed her study of the sources to 
inform a strong personal attraction to Celtic Christianity, so 
that we are presented with a way of praying that has sprung out 
the best sort of applied spiritual reading. 
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She begins by describing someone in the Western Isles using 
the 'Songs' in daily life. These poems (many of them quoted in 
full), handed down by oral tradition for generations, were 
collected from crofters in the Hebrides by Alexander 
Carmichael at the end of the last century. The presence of 
Christ and his Mother, of the Saints and Angels, is taken for 
granted by the islanders, and all activity brought into life in 
Christ. 

Two chapters describe Celtic monastic life, and the motives 
which sent some of the greatest saints and scholars into exile or 
on perpetual pilgrimage. Esther de Waal then devotes the bulk 
of the text to examining the doctrine expressed in the poetry of 
the tradition. 

The poetry itself springs from an awareness of the unity of 
redeemed humanity with a redeemed creation, bringing the 
reader to a place of stillness and adoration. Some of the finest 
poems are meditations on the Passion, including this: 

0 King of the Wounds 
Who wast crucified on the tree, 
Thy breast and Thy side 
The Blind One so pierced on Thee 
That the Blood from Thy side 
Was a curdling tide to see 
Oh, under Thy wing 
To paradise bring Thou me. 

If a criticism must be made, it is that the book covers a lot of 
ground. The expression of Christianity was similar throughout 
the isles, but there were also differences, which it is not possible 
to develop in a book of this length. But the author recognizes 
that she has only whetted our appetites, and gives full notes for 
further reference. We can join her in echoing the words of Nora 
Chadwick, one of the foremost scholars in this field, 'Shall I 
confess the truth? I have chosen [ the subject] because of its 
lasting beauty.' 

SISTER CHRISTINE SLG 
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BOOKS RECEIVED 

From Darton, Longman and Todd 

Five for Sorrow, Ten for Joy, A Consideration of the Rosary, 
J. Neville Ward, £7 .95 .  

Your Sins A re Forgiven, Ian Petit OSB,  £4.95 .  
Living the Incarnation, Praying with Francis and Clare of Assisi, 

Sister Frances Teresa osc,  £6.95. 

From Praxis Institute Press 

The Path of Prayer, Four Sermons on Prayer, Theophan the Recluse, 
£5 .95. 

The Eros of Repentance, Archimandrite George Capsanis, £4.95 .  

From Church in Wales Publications 

Euros Bowen, Priest-Poet/Bardd-Offeiriad, 
ed. by Cynthia and Saunders Davies, £5 .95 .  

From Ikon Productions 

The English Religious Tradition and the Genius of Anglicanism,  
ed. by Geoffrey Rowell, £9 .95 . 

Love Speaks From the Cross, Leslie Badham, £6.95. 

Privately Published 

A Place in Life, the Clewer House of Mercy, 1849-83, 

From Messenger Publications 

Columbanus, Desmond Forristal, £1 .50.  

Valerie Bonham, £10.95 .  

Published to mark the tenth anniversary of The Columbanus 
Community of Reconciliation, this short biography gives a lucid and 
interesting account of a great Church leader. 
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NEW PUBLICATIONS 

PRAYER AND MEDITATION FOR A SLEEPLESS NIGHT 
Fairacres Publication 1 18 Price 30 pence. 

Lying awake in the small hours is a frustrating experience, especially if it 
happens often ; but it can also be an opportunity. We can use the un­
expected solitude, silence and leisure for prayer. In this leaflet, it is 
suggested that we take the Lord's own prayer to focus our thoughts and 
sustain our recollection of God's all-encompassing love. 

Published February 1 993 

INTO ANOTHER INTENSITY: Diminishment and Retirement 
Sister Anke and Oliver Tomkins 

Fairacres Publication 1 19 Price £1.25 . 

In the prime of life we may see ourselves as creative people, with a 
mission and much to offer in God's service. But how are we to react 
when the ordinary course of circumstances brings us up against limitation 
and frustration? How are we to respond in God's service to the necessities 
of retirement,  ageing, illness and, ultimately, death? Teilhard de Chardin's 
great phrase 'the divinization of our passivities' reminds us that in those 
things which we cannot help we are especially in God's hands . These two 
essays draw out the challenge of experiencing diminishment in the frame­
work of faith, and so coming to know its creative potential. In two 
personal testimonies , with no sentimental evasion of the hard facts , the 
authors bear witness , from different viewpoints , that our 'lessness' ,  
willingly accepted, can bring us to renewal of  life where 'in the depths 
there is Resurrection'. 

SISTER ANKE is a member of Ordo Pacis, a Lutheran Community in Germany. 

OLIVER TOMKINS, who died in 1 992, was Bishop of Bristol from 1 95 9  to 1 975.  

He had also been Secretary of the Faith and Order Department of the World 

Council of Churches and Principal of Lincoln Theological College. 

Published 30 April 1993 

Both these publications first appeared as articles in the Chronicle. 
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SLG AND ASSOCIATES 
NEW MEMBERS 

FLG 

Ms Linda Lewis , 1 9 Somerset Place, Sale, Cheshire, M33 l HW. 
Mrs Geraldine Hudson, 12 Westgate, Southwell, Notts , NG25 0JH. 
Mrs Kathlyn Hindle, 1 1  Woodfen Crescent, Leominster, Hereford, 

HR6 SSS. 

R.IP 

Miss Margo Milne, Pantresgair, Llanfair, Lampeter, Dyfed, SA48 8LJ 
(FLG). 

F.L.G. RETREAT 
BISHOP WOODFORD HOUSE, ELY 

22-24 October 1 9 9 3 

Conducted by 
Reverend John Scott 

Chaplain of Bede House 

Cost: £47 VAT inclusive 

Those wishing to attend this retreat 
please contact: 

Miss Joan Spittal 
27 The Lanes 

Bampton 
Oxfordshire OXl 8 2JG 

Tel: 0993 851392 

44 








