




SLG AND ASSOCIATES 

NEW MEMBERS 

FLG 

Mrs Helen Ruth Kendall, 12 Callendar Street, Sunnybank Hills, 
Brisbane 4109, Queensland, Australia. 

Carl John Somers-Edgar, 57 Baker Street, Caversham, Dunedin, 
New Zealand. 

Marc Andrew Harris, 35 Meadow Road, Berkhamsted, Herts., HP4 lEB. 

R.I.P. 
Miss Frances Huntley, 10 Fishery Cottages, Fishery Road, 

Hemel Hempstead, Herts., HPl lNW (FLG). 
Canon Walter Greenfield, St Veronica, 3 Hinton Close, Hinton St George, 

Somerset, TAI 7 8SH (FLG). 
Prebendary Norry McCurry, 18 Chisenhale Road, London E3 5QZ 

(Priest Associate). 

NOW AVAILABLE FROM SLG PRESS 

THE DESERT OF THE HEART, 
Daily Readings with the Desert Fathers 

edited and introduced by Benedicta Ward 

We are delighted that Darton, Longman and Todd have just 
reprinted this book in their popular Enfolded in Love series. In 
it Sister Benedicta presents some of the best and most 
illuminating desert stories in a form suitable for daily reading. 
The book is available in bookshops, but can also be ordered 
from the SLG Press at £2.50 net, plus postage and packing, with 
our usual 33.3% discount on orders for resale. 
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The Community gives thanks for the election of 
Mother Anne as Reverend Mother 
for a further term of three years, 

and for her Installation on 4 June 1993 
by Simon, Bishop of Buckingham 

COMMUNITY NOTES 

Those of you who have visited Fairacres recently will have 
observed the front drive rather full of builders' equipment, cars 
and a portacabin. We have been having quinquennial building 
repairs, and this year have had the Old Convent roof replaced 
and outside paintwork done. We have been impressed both by 
the quality of the work and the quiet friendliness of the men. 
But what do they make of us? Two of them were heard chatting 
outside the print room as they worked on a ventilated cupboard 
for storing chemicals. The carpenter, an older man, began the 
conversation: 'Wonder what that's for? Maybe it leads to a 
secret underground passage!' 'Maybe', replied the painter, not 
convinced. The carpenter let his imagination run on a bit, 'They 
used to have secret tunnels in places like this ... ' he reflected, 
then added, 'but I don't think this lot would have one. They are 
modern and up to date!' 

Are we ancient or modern? Up-to-date or out-of-date? I was 
recently at Boxmoor for the Feast of the Dedication of the 
Convent, and at Fairacres we look forward to ours on 1 August. 
Every Feast of Dedication is an opportunity to look back to 
and claim our roots and ancient origins; but also to be aware 
that we are grounded in the now of of this moment in history, 
and to open ourselves to whatever ,the future holds. In that 
sense we can never be up-to-date. 

The place of worship is, and has always been, important for 
human beings searching for the mystery and meaning of life. 
For Christians the church building reflects not only something 
of the life of the people who built it, but also of the successive 
generations who have worshipped there. 'The temple of God is 
holy; and that temple you are', we read ( 1 Cor. 3: 17). Have we 
taken refuge in the first part of that sentence and not paid suffi­
cient attention to the second, perhaps not really believing it? 1 



We can indeed marvel at buildings like Chartres or many of 
the cathedrals in this land, both ancient and modern. Even the 
remains of some churches and monastic buildings speak, not 'of 
stone, wood, hay or stubble' but of prayer, and we recognize 
them as places 'where prayer has been made valid' -prayer no 
doubt similar in many respects to our own. Yet if we look at 
the history of liturgy through the ages we see, as well as a 
constant pattern, variants reflecting particular times. If the 
Church is to be the vehicle of the Good News in each and every 
generation, it must be fully present and open in our time. 

Two books which can further our understanding of the 
prayer of the Church are Company of Voices, Daily Prayer and 
the Peop le of God, by George Guiver CR (SPCK, 1988), and 
Something Understood, A Companion to Celebrating Common 
Prayer [the Franciscan Office Book] edited by Paul Roberts, 
David Stancliffe and Kenneth Stevenson (Hodder & Stoughton, 
1993, £6.99). Both are being widely read not only by clergy, 
but also by many lay Christians who know how important it is 
to participate in the corporate work of prayer and praise. They 
can help us to see prayer as 'the growth of personal relationship 
between man and God, the primary purpose of which is the 
worship of God rather than enlightenment or consolation', as a 
key statement in the SLG Rule puts it. 

If only we would realize that our own bodies, and each 
others', are God's holy temple, what a different place our strife­
torn world would be! This is how Fr Gilbert prayed for SLG 
when the new refectory building was blessed in 1959: 

Love all transcending 
all things creating 
be thyself taking 

thy servants' hearts. 

Love with thirst seeking 
for love's increasing 
from sin releasing 

infuse their hearts. 

Love all compelling 
Light everlasting 
darkness dispelling 

dwell in their hearts. 2 

CARDS FROM SLG PRESS 

A variety of p rinted cards can now be ordered by p ost. 

To see the full range of designs order one or more sample pack. 
Prices include inland post and packing. Overseas extra. 

There will be an order form with each pack. 

Pack I 
CHRISTMAS 
19 assorted cards 
Price £2.00 

Pack II 
EASTER & 
NOTELETS 
14 assorted cards 
Price £1.25 

Pack III 
DEVOTIONAL 
9 assorted cards 
Price 75p 

BY C"l')E.- Cf)000 
JOY 16 W(DS 

C12 

"CO "Ct)S Wl)OLE, 
WO[)L6 

�!le= In stillness nailed 
��old 

all time 
all change 
all circumstance 
in and to Love's embrace 

13E 

201 

BUMPER PACK (containing I, II and III) PRICE £3. 75 



It is moving to read of Mother Harriet herself having to lay aside 
her work and live away from Clewer in retirement. She believed 
that in her retreat she was again pioneering a work of value to 
the Community, and she looked to a time when more Sisters 
would join her in a deliberately contemplative house of prayer. 
Carter could not concur with this. But those who visited her felt 
the power of her prayer and the wisdom of her counsel, and her 
non-judgemental love permitted them to 'unroll themselves' to 
her without reserve. Let the last word be hers, her response to a 
Sister who confided, in the early years, that she feared to 
become over-fond of her: 

I do not think you need trouble yourself because you love me. As a 
fact you do so. All efforts to think or feel otherwise will only be 
unreal and lead to no good. All you need to strive for is to love God 
more ... Love is of God; it is a divine gift; do not seek to crush it; seek 
to keep it steadfast, and seek to help others by love . .. Dwell in the 
thought 'God is Love,' and thus you will find an anchor for your soul, 
sure and steadfast. 

SISTER ROSEMARY SLG 

A Place in Life is available from: The Community of St John Baptist, 
Hatch Lane, Windsor, Berks. SL4 3QR, 

and also from: Mrs Valerie Bonham, Holy Trinity Presbytery, 32 Baker 
Street, Reading, Berks. RGl 7XY. 

THE TESTING OF HEARTS, A Pilgrim's Journal by Donald 
Nicholl. Marshall Pickering 1989, now available at £4. 00. 

This book was appreciatively reviewed in the Winter 1990 issue 
of the Fairacres Chronicle. We also read it aloud in refectory at 
Fairacres and found Rosemary Hartill's comment to be true: 
'This is a wise and beautiful book. It is a faithful, loving, 
grieving, passionate book, and it provides food for many 
months of thought and prayer. ' Due to the 1989 take-over of 
Marshall Pickering by HarperCollins, readers may have had 
difficulty in obtaining a copy. It can now be purchased direct 
from D. Nicholl, Rostherne, Common Lane, Betley, Crewe, 
Cheshire CW3 9AL Special price arrangements for large orders. 
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Corporate prayer feeds and sustains our private prayer, and 
both are needed if we are to 'pray always', 'with the mind in the 
heart'. Only so can we come into the presence of truth, the 
truth that can set us free. 

A person who was free to engage as pastor and friend with all 
whom he met was Fr Norry McCurry, who died suddenly in 
June. He had been a Priest Associate SLG since 197 4 and we 
valued his long-standing friendship and support. His funeral at 
St Dunstan's, Stepney, was a joyous celebration of a Christian 
whose life had given glory to God; he showed us something of 
the meaning of the words of Irenaeus, 'the glory of God is a 
man fully alive'. 

Brenda Davies left the novitiate on 8 June; we give thanks for 
her time with us and ask you to pray for those whom God is 
calling to join the Community. 

After many delays we are glad to have completed the sale of 
the Convent of Dud well St Mary, Burwash. We understand that 
the new owner plans to convert it into a nursing home, so we 
rejoice to think of the people who may end their days where 
many of our Sisters have lived and prayed and delighted in the 
beauty of that place. I do hope that most of you have been able 
to enjoy something of this wonderful weather for your summer 
holidays. Fr Gilbert insisted that holidays are important, and 
urged us to be mindful of the 'three Rs' -rest, rejoice and be 
renewed in Christ. 

MOTHER ANNE SLG 

F.L.G. RETREAT 22-24 October 1993 
BISHOP WOODFORD HOUSE, ELY 

Conducted by Reverend John Scott, Chaplain of Bede House 
Cost: £47 VAT inclusive 

Please will all wishing to book this retreat contact the Secretary of the 
Fellowship by 30 September at the latest: 

Miss Joan Spittal 
27 The Lanes 

Bampton 
Oxfordshire OX18 2JG 

Tel: 0993 851392 
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BEDE AND THE DEDICATION OF A CHURCH 

SISTER BENEDICTA SLG 

IN THE YEAR 674, King Ecgfrith of Northumbria received a 
visit from Benedict Baducing, now called Biscop, former thane 
of his predecessor King Oswiu; he had travelled widely and now 
returned home carrying books and relics, and wanting to found 
a monastery. The king gave him land at the mouth of the Wear 
where he founded a monastery dedicated to St Peter; six years 
later he received into his care there a boy of seven, called Bede. 
Already a second monastery had been founded when six years 
previously the king had given more land for the building of St 
Paul's at Jarrow. The learned and experienced Ceolfrith had 
gone there with seventeen monks from St Peter's, Monkwear­
mouth. In the account of his monastery, The History of the 
Abbots Bede recorded the intention of Benedict Biscop to 
build the second house on the understanding that 

the two houses should be bound together by the one spirit of peace 
and harmony and united by continuous friendship and goodwill ... 
neither was anyone to attempt to disturb the brotherly love that 
would unite the two just as it had bound together the two chief 
apostles, Peter and Paul. 

The house at J arrow was founded in brotherly love, but also in 
great suffering. Bede joined the house under the special care of 
Ceolfrith soon after its foundation in 685. He had seen its con­
struction, and was present at its dedication; an inscription was 
placed there which still exists, mentioning King Ecgfrith, the 
patron, as well as Ceolfrith, the abbot: 

The dedication of the basilica of St Paul on the ninth day before the 
Kalends of May in the fifteenth year of King Ecgfrith, and the fourth 
year of Ceolfrith the abbot, and, with God's help, the founder of this 
church. 

But in the same year Ecgfrith was killed at Nechtansmere in his 
unjust battle against the Picts, and of all the eager young men 
who were monks at Jarrow only the abbot and Bede remained 
after an onslaught of a fatal disease referred to as 'plague'. The 
Life of Ceolfrith records the devastation: 
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insufficient to sustain them in this new life. Real courage and 
fortitude, as well as practical good sense and mother wit, mu_st have been necessary qualities in the rescue work-and no less m 
the venture of founding a Sisterhood. These, plus love, vision, 
and accuracy in discerning what was possible, evidently 
belonged in abundance to Harriet Monsen, the Mother 
Foundress. She comes across in these pages as a woman whose 
large heart spanned all worlds. A delicious vignette of Queen 
Victoria making a neighbourly visit to the House of Mercy loses 
nothing from being a very good story. The Queen had insisted 
that her identity be kept secret and concluded that confidence 
had been broken when everyone she passed dropped a curtsey. 
Mother Harriet, at her side, explained the misapprehension: the 
deference was being paid to her, and not to to the Queen at all! 
She seems not to have been so candid in all her explanations, 
however, for her Majesty observed in her journal that Mrs 
Monsell's admirable establishment, while pretty and not 
gloomy, was also 'very like a Convent'. Did she really not 
suspect what this likeable widow was up to? . . Much of the interest of this book lies in its documentat10n, m 
some detail, of the social worlds within which the revival of the 
religious life took root and, eventually, flourished. But its value 
is more than just historical; the quotations from Mother 
Harriet's letters, from her teaching and personal notes, and the 
picture that emerges of her as a person ('Aunt Harriet always 
knows what a fellow wants, and gets it for him', one of her 
great nephews wrote of her) reveal something more about the 
religious life. What she wanted for the Community is recorded 
in a note she wrote to Carter, her collaborator, after her 
retirement as Superior: 'My own exhortation to the Sisters is 
not to let the sparkle go out of the Community. I love that in a 
life of sacrifice they should give God a joyous service.' With this 
in mind, the story of the Community of St John Baptist is not a 
period piece, nor their pioneering social work the true measure 
of the significance of their achievement: 

What I want to impress upon you is, that you must live the life, not 
merely do the work. Live a quiet, peaceful life, alone with God, stayed 
on Him, and the work will come out of it ... Try to keep yourself 
perfectly free, and ready for Him to use you. 
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praise to its Creator is illustrated in his Canticle of Creation. Sr 
Frances Teresa says of this: 

This whole song is Francis' relationship with God set out in words, 
filled with the distilled essence of his prayer. It shows how everything 
was, for him, a living letter from God, every element of creation spoke 
to him of the one who created it. It reveals how he realised creation's 
call to sing constant praise to God. (p.88) 
This surely sums up much of the message of both Francis and 

Clare for today. All of creation speaks to us of God if only we 
have eyes to see. For St Francis and St Clare life was prayer and 
prayer was life. The mark of true prayer can only be seen in our 
lives and in our relationships with all that is, since all comes 
from God. This is a marvellous book which helps to show us 
how that can begin to be true for us, and which introduces us to 
two guides for the way. 

SISTER CLARE SLG 

A PLACE IN LIFE, The Clewer House of Mercy, 1849-83, by 
Valerie Bonham. Valerie Bonham and CSJB, 1992, £10.95. 

This book, privately published, is the second of a trilogy 
recounting the history of the Community of St John Baptist, 
Clewer. The first volume, A Joyous Service: the Clewer Sisters 
and Their Work ( 1989), looked back to 1849 in a general survey 
of the life of this Sisterhood which was among the earliest and 
most significant in the revival of the religious life in the Church 
of England. The present volume focuses on the work which 
characterized the first half century, rescuing prostitutes and 
destitute women. 

Community records and other archive material give us entry 
into a Dickensian world: Windsor, a garrison town, with beer­
houses, brothels and a notorious slum, which was the context of 
the first House of Mercy in the district of Clewer Fields. 
Gentlewomen, some from distinguished families, came to offer 
their lives to God there in the service of his poor; some, no 
doubt, would have found even the ordinary household tasks 
they were required to do taxing, for at home they would have 
been done by servants. Romantic ideals alone would have been 
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All those brethren who could read or preach or recite the antiphons 
and responds were taken away with the exception of the abbot and 
one little lad. 

Not only was Bede left to grow up without contemporaries, 
and Ceolfrith with a new novitiate to train; at Wearmouth the 
abbot, Eosterwine, had also died, and his successor, Sigfrid, 
whom Bede described as 'a man of wonderful holiness and ex­
ceedingly learned in the scriptures and conspicuously devoted 
to their study', died, together with Benedict Biscop himself. 
Ceolfrith became abbot of the two monasteries, 

a man of acute mind, energetic in action, ardent with a zeal for 
righteousness, glowing at once with love and fear towards God, stern 
in chiding sinners, painstaking in the observance and teaching of the 
statutes of the regular life, kindly in the relieving of poverty and the 
bestowing of alms ... one that gave attendance to prayers and 
psalmody with devout regularity. 
The golden age of J arrow under abbot Ceolfrith included the 

preparation of three great pandects of the Bible, one of which, 
the Codex Amiatinus, is the oldest surviving text of the Vulgate. 
In addition to this massive work of scholarship, Ceolfrith con­
tinued Benedict Biscop's policy of building and beautifying the 
churches of the monasteries. He built in stone, not out of a 
conceited attempt to emulate the great buildings of Rome, but 
from a sense of the future: stone would last, and when all the 
men had gone the stones would continue to pray. As well as 
altar vessels and vestments and paintings, stability and continu­
ity were his concern, as can be seen from his settlements with 
kings and popes. He also 'doubled the number of books in the 
libraries of both monasteries.' As Bede observed of abbot 
Eadfrith at Lindisfarne, 'he found the church wood and left it 
stone.' Bede saw the great days of Wearmouth and Jarrow with 
wondering eyes, and described the workmanship with pride: 

When the work was nearing completion he [Benedict Biscop] sent 
messengers to Gaul to fetch glassmakers, for craftsmen of this kind 
had hitherto been unknown in Britain, so that they might lattice the 
windows of the church and its upper storeys. They arrived and this 
was done ... they also taught and instructed the English race in their 
skill; their art was exceeding well adapted both for the enclosed lamps 
of the church and for vessels of different uses. 
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Bede watched the details of the buildings, which affirmed that 
this was no small provincial monastery, but a part of the older 
and wider church; however, he saw more than this. As in his 
biblical and historical writings, so with the visible structures of 
the churches. He examined with keen interest and appreciation 
the external structures, the 'historical sense', but looked 
through them to their eternal and personal significance: 

When we ... have some task to perform, for example, when we are 
building a house, we begin the work by preparing the material, and 
after this beginning we dig deeply upon it in rising courses of stones, 
and so little by little we reach completion in accomplishing the task 
on which we have set out. 

Not only was the whole structure and the art of building full of 
significance for Bede; the materials used were equally to be seen 
as not only chosen for practical purposes but also for their 
meaning: 

Perhaps they used bricks instead of stones, and bitumen instead of 
cement because those districts lacked a sufficient quantity of stones 
for the completion of so great a work, or because they knew that a 
wall built of brick offered greater resistance to the danger of fires. 
Bitumen is made from trees ; it is also made from earth or water. 

Cement is made from stones which have been burnt and turned to 
ash. These stones, which were previously strong and firm, each one by 
itself, are worked upon by the fire in such a way that when they have 
been softened by the addition of heat, and when they have been 
joined together in a better way, they are themselves able to bind other 
stones which have been placed in position in a wall. Thus they soon 
receive again in a better way the strength that for a little while they 
seemed to have lost. 

Bede loved his monastery and regarded it as his home. He was 
himself loved and cherished as a uniquely precious part of his 
world. By the insight of his abbots, Benedict Biscop and Ceol­
frith, he was protected from responsibility or office, and so was 
free to begin within his cell that building of his own, which was 
to last as one of the foundations of Christianity in this island 
throughout the one thousand and two hundred years since the 
stone walls were destroyed by the Viking attack on Jarrow in 
7 94. Under his second father, Ceolfrith, Bede knew many 
creative and peaceful years, filled with the fire and expansion of 
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LIVING THE INCARNATION: Praying with Francis and Clare 
of Assisi by Sister Frances Teresa OSC .  Darton, Longman and 
Todd, 1993 , £6.95. 

St Francis and St Clare of Assisi are two of the saints best 
known, by name at least, to most people. This can have the 
unfortunate result that we think that we know 'what they are 
about'. This book shows that there is considerably more to 
these two saints than we may realize, and points out their great 
relevance to the Christian seeking to live and pray in the 
modern world. This is a very down-to-earth book. The saints 
may seem to have the edge on us lesser mortals by reason of 
their very sainthood, but Sr Frances Teresa shows us that 
Francis and Clare experienced the traumas and difficulties 
which are common to us all, and that as a result of their lived 
experience they have something to say to each of us in our daily 
lives. 

The book is divided into three sections with the themes of 
Conversion, Contrition and Communion. The section on 
Conversion focuses on the work of surrender and commitment 
to God, along with the waiting experience in prayer which 
accompanies our deepening surrender to God's grace. The way 
of prayer of the two saints, gleaned from their writings, is 
outlined, making the point that, as was the case for Francis and 
Clare, 'prayer and daily living are not two entirely separate 
things, but through prayer we can learn to live' (p.43) .  The 
titles of the chapters in the second section on Contrition, 'The 
Penances we choose' and 'The Pain we do not seek', give an 
indication of the content of this section. Penance is, perhaps, a 
rather unpopular subj ect, but the book deals with it in a very 
helpful way, looking both at our own choice of penance, a 
traditional accompaniment to the spiritual life, and at the 
penance which comes in the form of circumstances, unasked for 
and unforeseen. 

Finally, the section on Communion deals with our com­
munion with God, our world, and each other. This, of course, 
includes Francis's love of creation for which he is well known, 
and which is of immense importance to our own troubled times. 
Francis's ability to look at creation and through it see and give 
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author uses them to introduce us to the meaning and value of 
the photographs which form an integral part of the book. We 
are not being given more words about prayer. We are being 
introduced into a contemplative way of being, and we are 
invited to stay with the photographs and see . 

But the core of the book is the seven chapters given to the 
'journey' of prayer. We are invited day by day to hear God 
calling to us, to respond to that call, to discover our true selves, 
to meet Christ alive here and now, to understand the demands 
of love, to appreciate that it is in the ordinariness of everyday 
life that we meet and live with God, and so through all this to 
come to a wholeness and unity within ourselves. 

There is no hurry in all this. Whilst the book is constructed 
on a seven day programme, there is no need to think that one 
has to fit it all into a given week. One takes the book as a guide, 
and uses it as one pleases. For those who want to follow up 
anything that has particularly struck them, there are notes and 
references to each of the sections at the end of the book. But 
the essential is the central seven day j ourney, which will truly 
lead into prayer and personal contact with Christ. One does not 
have to be a Merton fan to appreciate this book. All one has to 
do is to follow the author as she takes us into the days, allowing 
her words and the words of Merton to become living and 
experienced realities within us, and allowing the black and 
white photographs to reveal themselves to us, so that we may 
perhaps see and feel as Merton did. Though that is not really the 
point-we are invited to see and to feel in our own personal 
way, and perhaps to experience the revelation of the divine in 
the very ordinary. This is a book for life. But one does have to 
withdraw for a time if one is to see with fresh eyes, and we are 
given the opportunity to do j ust that. 

FR JOHN MOAKLER OCSO 
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reading and writing. As he said of himself, 'It was always my 
delight to learn, to teach and to write.' So absorbed was he that 
it came as a shock to learn in 7 16 that Ceolfrith had resigned as 
abbot and was leaving the monastery on a final pilgrimage 
towards death, choosing to j ourney to Rome and taking with 
him one of the great Bibles of Jarrow. Bede was desolate for a 
second time, but after a while continued his work in his cell, 
until his death eighteen years later, leaving the monastery only 
three times, and then only for purposes relating to his writing. 

These lovely monasteries built by zeal and love were for Bede 
much more significant than simply a place called 'home' . In a 
sermon he preached on the anniversary of the death of Benedict 
Biscop, he used the image of building in stones as the image of 
the building of the Church of Christ. He did the same in his 
treatises on the Temple and Tabernacle, in his commentaries on 
Esdras and Nehemiah, and above all in his sermons for the 
anniversary of the dedication of the church at Jarrow, two of 
which he wrote up and included in his collection of homilies. 
Bede was ordained deacon when he was nineteen and priest 
when he was thirty, both times by the saintly John of Hexham; 
he was, therefore, among those available for the solemn task of 
breaking the Word of God by preaching at the great festivals at 
Jarrow. He delivered his sermons either at mass or during the 
night vigil, and later wrote them up for a wider circulation. The 
two sermons on the dedication of St Paul's were most probably 
preached on 23  April between the years 7 03 and his death in 
7 3 5. This can be narrowed down a little further since he was ill 
for a year before his death and they may well have been 
included in his collection of sermons made before 7 3 1. In one 
of them he gives a vivid picture of the prayer of the brothers 
before the Feast of the Dedication : 

We .. . spend the night in vigil joyfully singing additional psalms and 
hearing a larger number of lessons in a church where many lights are 
burning and the walls are adorned more lavishly than usual . 

From this moment of external glory he at once draws a lesson : 
My brothers, let us love wholeheartedly the beauty of the eternal 
house we have from God in the heavens, and let us take care to think 
attentively about the place of the tabernacle of his glory and prompt 
one another to do likewise. Above all, let us ask one thing from him 
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and let us seek this with unwearied attention that we may be worthy 
to dwell in his house all the days of our life, that is, to be filled with 
the bliss of everlasting life and light. He does not reject or scorn the 
prayer of the poor when we entreat him for what he himself loves, but 
he graciously hearkens and he will grant us to see his good things in 
the land of the living. 

For all his love and wonder, Bede was not blind to the prob­
lems of this kind of building of souls; his abbot Ceolfrith had at 
one time left the monastery because of the hardness of the 
hearts of some of his monks, and in the Ecclesiastical History of 
the English Nation Bede gave more than one example of 
impenitent and unhappy monks. He records the story of the 
devout Irish monk Fursa who nevertheless dreamt that he was 
in danger of hell-fire because of a detail of his monastic 
behaviour, and also of a brother blacksmith at J arrow in his 
own day who 'lived an ignoble life' in the monastery and died in 
despair, while the naughty young nuns of Coldingham found 
their frivolous way of life rebuked by fire in this life. Such 
examples were not, for Bede, inevitable instances of sin; 
repentance was for him the whole life of the monk and in his 
homilies he was always encouraging to his hearers : 

We must not suppose that only the building in which we come to­
gether to pray and celebrate the mysteries is the Lord's temple and 
that we ourselves who come together in the Lord's name are not more 
fully his temple ... let us avoid winter's image lest the Lord on coming 
into our hearts find them numb from lack of charity's ardour. 

Although the labours of this age are burdensome and prolonged, 
whatever ends in eternal blessedness seems shortlived and trifling .... 
Let us busy ourselves with the mutual help of charity so that finding 
all of us with cheerful hearts and tireless in good works, which he has 
commanded us to do, Jesus Christ our Lord may bring us all to the 
reward of the perpetual vision of him which he has promised. 

The institutions of church and monastery were not in them­
selves of primary concern to Bede ; he knew them to be flawed 
and impermanent. But in the last year of his life he wrote a 
clear account, with no illusions, of the problems and defici­
encies of the Church in Northumbria as he saw it. What he 
discerned and treasured was another house built without hands. 
Throughout his writings Bede was vividly aware of the unity of 
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This is the power of Christ's atonement, the power of the 
resurrection, clearly portrayed in these chapters in various 
dimensions and experiences. The words of these desert dwellers 
are stark, uncompromising, revealing what is rock bottom in 
humanity, in its very heart. It might be said that they are 
theological words, born of a theology not of the scholar but of 
the truth of God as God gave them to experience it. 

There are basic principles in this book, as the attentive reader 
will discover again and again in every chapter. Surely it is the 
level of apprehension, the level of contemplation, that needs to 
go deeper in everyone who prays. Thus we grow in veracity, 
able to meet the ever-increasing level of conflict as we 
endeavour to respond to the call of God. 

SISTER HELEN MARY 

A SEVEN DAY JOURNEY WITH THOMAS MERTON, by 
Esther de Waal. Foreword by Henri Nouwen, photographs by 
Thomas Merton. Eagle, Guildford, Surrey, 1 992, £8 .99 .  

It  i s  difficult not to praise this book too highly. It i s  beautifully 
conceived, beautifully written, and beautifully produced. If 
read and used as intended, then it will certainly help all who 
read it in the ways of prayer. The author herself says in her 
opening chapter that 'there are endless books, tapes, pamphlets, 
courses available today on the whole subject of prayer' , and one 
may ask why she has decided to add to their number. But she 
adds: 'This book is meant to become prayer' , and I think that 
any reader who takes her seriously will discover that this is so. 
That in itself is justification enough for the book. 

After a short foreword by Henri Nouwen (mainly dealing 
with his own contact with Merton) and an introduction by 
Esther de Waal explaining the genesis of the book, there are a 
few pages explaining how to use the book in the way intended. 
Pages 23-35 are about Merton himself, and whilst they provide 
insight into his spiritual orientation, they are not perhaps 
essential to the main purpose of the book-which is not to 
inform the reader about Merton, but to lead to prayer. These 
pages do, however, fill out some of the background, and the 
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Another important chapter considers Solzhenitsyn and Gula g 
Archipela go, an aspect of the Russian Desert. Louth points out 
that the indescribable courage of those who survived does not 
alter the fact that the Gulag destroyed people, crippling them 
emotionally. But it does show that as the Gulag reduced human 
beings to rock bottom, in some it revealed a place 'beyond 
despair', revealed a humanity reborn beyond death. For some it 
could be a desert that became the threshold of paradise. The 
lessons discovered by those who perceived this were the lessons 
of those who voluntarily sought the desert as a place where God 
could be found; or of those who learnt to endure the desert of 
inner desolation and draw from that experience fruits they 
could transmit to others. In Solzhenitsyn's account of the Gulag 
'he is conscious that there is so much he must simply put down 
for posterity, so that it is never forgotten.' 

Chapter eight discusses the work of T.S. Eliot, beginning with 
a consideration of 'The Waste Land'. In this poem Eliot 
succeeded in capturing a sense of desolation and meaningless­
ness from which he (and our world) has suffered. Kathleen 
Raine, quoted by Louth, writing in The Composition of the 
Four Quartets, states how 

we recognized, as he created the images, the world of our own experi­
ence. Eliot, we recognized, was the poet who had taken upon himself 
the burden of experiencing the world for his generation ... it is not 
every poet who has taken it upon himself to experience and transmute 
such a great weight of human life and suffering; or who has found 
himself compelled to be the prophet of truths so terrible. (p.144) 
Commenting on this passage Louth adds that 'for Raine, the 

poetic vocation is one of " substitution and exchange" that 
bears its own fruit.' 'Argument and propaganda meant little to 
Eliot (his own faith embraced a profound scepticism) , what 
carries conviction is the quality of a life' (p. 151 ). In a broadcast 
talk about Charles de Foucauld, Eliot himself affirmed ' the 
mysterious power of holiness, which is the power of God. ' So 
Eliot found inspiring the life of one who recognized that he was 
not primarily to convert by teaching, but to live alone among 
the Tuaregs as a Christian, We know that de Foucauld's spiritu­
ality has been, and is, universally fruitful in a wide variety of 
ways and interpretations. 
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the Church as the Body of Christ, in which the saints and angels 
are not far off and distant from those Christians still on earth, 
but in some way nearer and dearer for their closeness to Christ 
in death. It is this sense of the abiding bond of love between all 
which is perhaps the best gift of Bede to his fellow-Christians in 
his understanding of the dedication of a church: 

The house of God which King Solomon built in Jerusalem was made 
as a figure of the holy universal Church which from the first of the 
elect to the last at the end of the world is daily being built through 
the grace of the King of Peace, namely its redeemer. It is partly in a 
state of pilgrimage from him on earth and partly, having escaped from 
the hardships of its sojourn, already reigns with him in heaven where, 
when the last judgement is over, it is to reign completely with him. To 
this house belong the chosen angels ... the terrestrial temple was a 
figure of us all .,. in some respects it describes the unclouded happi­
ness of the angels in heaven, in others the invincible patience of 
mankind on earth, in others again the help of the angels bestowed on 
mankind and in others again it will show the struggles of mankind 
rewarded by the angels. 

Grant that what we at present venerate with devout faith we may 
contemplate with full vision in the future. This indeed is the only 
health and life of our soul-to discern your countenance in your light 
forever. 

This pap er was first given at Bede House in May 1992, to 
celebrate the Silver Jubilee of its blessing. 
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SCRIBA, FEMINA 
MEDIEVAL DEPICTIONS O F  W O M EN WRITING 

LESLEY SMITH 

A F R IE N D  who was giving a talk on pictures of male scribes 
asked if I would contribute a few minutes on depictions of 
women writing. We hoped both to compare the sorts of writing 
posture, instruments shown and general setting, and to distin­
guish between eastern and western depictions of scribes of both 
sexes. We were both surprised at how little I could find. 

To begin at the end: as far as I have been able to discover, 
there are very few depictions of women writing in the Middle 
Ages. Well, you may say, there are very few depictions of 
women as blacksmiths in the Middle Ages. True ; but that 
argument begs two questions: firstly, we know that women, 
especially nuns, did write and copy books. Secondly, writing 
would seem to be a task particularly suited to women, requiring 
no great physical hardship (pace disgruntled clerical scribes' 
complaints), but rather care, neatness, manual dexterity, and 
concentration. Just as, today, women workers are preferred to 
men in factories assembling printed electronic circuits, so one 
would think that these same skills of hand-eye co-ordination 
and application would lend themselves to copying manuscripts. 
If women do not appear as scribes in representations of writing, 
then we must ask ourselves why. 

The Need to Write 
In the Middle Ages we can make a valid distinction between 

reading and writing. Representations of women reading are 
relatively common; in particular, we may usefully trace the 
presence of books and reading in depictions of the life of Mary. 
Books, and Mary reading them, appear, often rather incongru­
ously, in all the crucial scenes of her life. Space forces me, 
regretfully, to ignore these fascinating and lovely images. I must 
simply note two points: firstly, that this distinction between 
reading and writing, which we have mostly lost, was valid in the 
Middle Ages, perhaps because of the distinction between being 
able to read one's own spoken tongue and Latin. Secondly, the 10  

society, their renunciation releasing the power of God. Louth 
develops the theme in relation to de Foucauld and his director, 
the Abbe Huvelin, in interesting ways, especially concerning 
obedience. Both men lived open to the Holy Spirit, but in ways 
not confined to conventional interpretations. It was a mutual 
reciprocity. 

Chapter six, 'The Devils of Loudun and Pere Surin', is of 
special importance. It is not often that the subject of exorcism 
and the exorcist is mentioned in books. It is usually avoided as a 
subject unwise, and even dangerous, to tackle. Pere Surin was a 
young French Jesuit in the l 630's who became an exorcist at 
great personal cost to himself. He was in contact with some 
Ursuline nuns afflicted by onslaughts of the devil, and for a 
period he became himself insane. His experience presents us 
with a desert no one would seek, but to which some find them­
selves condemned. An interior desert , a place of desolation, and 
for Phe Surin , years of insanity. Yet through God's healing 
grace he gradually recovered. Indeed, he became a Desert Father 
whose life bore fruit especially through his ministry of spiritual 
direction. In his advice to one of the nuns of the Carmel at 
Bordeaux, he says that people must learn 

to make the tumult of their own needs and operations to cease ... so 
as to be more submissive to the leading of the Holy Spirit and to give 
Him the freedom to dispose of them as He will. For this divine Spirit 
is only ever pleased when He does in the soul what He wills ; and for 
that, the soul must abandon itself wholly to Him, whether to act or to 
suffer, according to His holy will. (p. 1 1 9) 

Here is a director in accord with St John of the Cross and St 
Teresa, who have been considered in the previous chapter. 

Surin concludes, 'Here is what the silence of the divine desert 
properly consists of: the soul, recollected and tranquil, lets God 
act, without disturbing the divine operation by the tumult of its 
own activity' (ibid.). 'Not indifference,' comments Louth, 'but 
freedom from attachment.' So this chapter reveals something of 
the cost and dangers of a life that gives itself to the encounter 
with evil for the sake of others. His relations with the Ursulines 
and the Carmelites assisted him in gaining freedom of spirit and 
wisdom of discernment, together with a spirit of warmth and 
gentleness, as he describes his experience of the Holy Spirit. 43 



referred to and very occasionally to suggest English versions. In 
fact, there are lots of English translations that could have been 
cited: a few hours' editorial work would have made this book as 
useful to the English reader as the original is to the French 
reader, as an introduction to the Fathers. It is a pity this 
opportunity has been missed. 

But it would be wrong to end on a negative note. This book 
is quite wonderful: go out and buy it, and take years reading 
and re- reading it! 

ANDREW LOUTH 

THE WILDERNESS OF GOD by Andrew Louth. Darton, 
Longman and Todd, 1991, £8.95. 

The hermit is not alone for his own sake. As Andrew Louth 
makes clear in this book, he or she enters into the broken state 
of humanity not from outside but from within it, holding it 
close to God's healing presence. Based on Christ's reconciliation 
of all things, the hermit's consciousness is at once individual and 
total. Thus the eremitical life has important implications for the 
mystery of unity. Some members of the Church have found the 
desert to be the place of their vocation for the whole Church­
indeed for the whole world, and all of God's creation. This is a 
truth which needs continual reiteration: the paradox that the 
most solitary person can in fact be the one most conscious of 
union with the whole. 

Each chapter of The Wilderness of God explores a different 
aspect of the way in which the desert vocation has been lived. 
Fundamental principles are considered; the treatment is experi­
ential and diversified. It is a book that has valuable insights to 
impart, especially to our contemporary world. 

The first chapter is concerned with Charles de Foucauld. His 
'desert' consisted, say s Louth, not only in pursuing a very 
simple, frugal lifestyle, but also in the relinquishment of human 
society. Not that he was anti-human; it was a question of 
priorities. His aim was a reconstitution of society ,  and this can 
only be realized if God is the first priority. It necessitates the 
relinquishment of human attempts to fashion and control our 42 

presence of a book, especially a Bible, may be a symbol of 
authority; often, indeed, it is a symbol of Christ, the Word of 
God, appearing in key places in the Marian story,  reminding us 
of the Christ to come, and enhancing the authority of the 
Mother- to-be of God. 

Educated daughters of wealthier families appear to have been 
taught reading and a little Latin, in just the same way as were 
the sons. Even if they knew no Latin, the inability to compose 
in or understand a language would not preclude women from 
acting as scribes. Manuscripts show us that some male scribes 
had no idea what they were copying, as we can see from the 
mistakes they made; moreover, copying by an ignorant scribe 
might be j ust as good as by a knowledgeable one, because he 
would faithfully reproduce what he saw rather than try to 
amend to what he thought ought to be there. 

Perhaps women did not need books and w riting? Hardly! 
Women could be members of guilds and might take over 
businesses originally owned by father or husband. Common 
sense tells us that any streetwise business woman (surely as 
many in the M iddle Ages as today) would be able to count, 
read, w rite, and collect debts just as ably as her male 
counterpart. The canny housew ife, too, had skills. The famous 
book of the Goodman of Paris (c . 13 93 )  was written for his wife 
to read. One of the instructions, in the section on 'Medicine to 
cure the bite of a dog or other wild beast', runs: 'Take a crust of 
bread and write what follows . . .  '. So women could write what 
they needed for everyday affairs. 

Again, women in the religious life needed books. Women, like 
men, followed the Benedictine Rule, which presupposes that 
the monastics will have books for liturgy, for devotional reading 
and for study. Many of these they made themselves. We know 
that some convents had libraries of considerable size. Some 
nuns certainly acted as scribes, and probably made some of 
their own service and library books. We need more research into 
this aspect of medieval life. 

Saintly Women Scribes 
But let us turn to the w riting women themselves, and to 

perhaps the most famous medieval female, religious author/ 1 1  



19th c. copy, in Heidelberg University Library, of an original MS now lost. 

Hildegard of Bingen and Volmar 

1 2  

presentation is  b oth deeply traditional, and fresh and b racing. 
Everything we thought we knew we can recognize here :  the first 
stage of Evagrius' threefold understanding of the Christian 
life-the struggle with desires and passions, the pursuit of 
serenity (ap atheia) . But Clement's commentary makes it vivid: 

The purpose of ascesis is thus to divest oneself of surplus weight, of 
spiritual fat. It is to dissolve in the waters of baptism, in the water of 
tears, all the harshness of the heart, so that it may become an antenna 
of infinite sensitivity, infinitely vulnerable to the beauty of the world, 
and to the sufferings of human beings, and to God who is Love, who 
has conquered by the wood of the cross. (p.3 1 )  

Part three is entitled 'Approaches to Contemplation', and 
leads one through prayer to an openness to the glory of God 
revealed in creatures, and beyond that to a plunging into the 
darkness of God in which one is drawn out of oneself and into 
God in deification. The final chapter is called 'The Difficult 
Love', paying homage to the great Jewish philosopher, 
Emmanuel Levinas,  with an allusion to the title of his b ook on 
the prob lems of being a Jew today, called Difficile liberte . For, 
as Clement puts it, 'spiritual progress has no other  test in the 
end, nor any better expression, than our ability to love' (p.2 7 0) .  
One is not surprised that here Clement quotes from St John of 
the Cross, though one is surprised that the quotation is so 
mangled (p.2 74) .  

This is a b ook to read and ponder. You will b e  introduced to, 
or renew your acquaintance with, many of the Fathers.  In the 
dogmatic and sacramental sections Clement's favourites are the 
Cappadocian Fathers ,  Denys the Areopagite, Cyril. Elsewhere 
the monastic tradition comes to the fore : the Desert Fathers ,  
Cassian, Benedict, John Climacus, Maximus, and-clearly a great 
favourite-St Isaac the Syrian. The translation reads very well, 
and one has only a few quibbles: for example, 'mystique de 
l'essence', Lossky's term for Eckhartian mysticism, does not 
mean what 'essential mysticism' conveys; 'mysticism of being' 
would be a better translation. But the English reader is poorly 
served by the way this b ook has been edited. A long appendix 
of nearly one hundred pages introduces the Fathers Clement has 
cited and suggests further  reading. All that has been done for 
the English edition is to cut some of the French translations 
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BOOKS 

THE ROOTS OF CHRISTIAN MYSTICISM, Text and 
Commentary by Olivier Clement. New City, 1993 , £14. 95. 

There are some books so good that all one wants to say is: go 
out, buy it and read it-it is marvellous! And so it is with this 
fine translation of Olivier Clement' s introduction to patristic 
theology, for that is what it is; only it is patristic theology 
understood as the Fathers themselves understood it, as a leading 
into contemplation of the mystery of God in prayer. It is a 
quite remarkable book, like nothing else I know. It is subtitled 
'Text and Commentary' (Texts would be more accurate: that is 
what the French has), and is, in fact, a carefully selected antho­
logy of patristic texts, many quite substantial, set in a running 
commentary by Olivier Clement. 

Clement, as most readers of the Chronicle will know, is 
perhaps the foremost French Orthodox lay theologian, con­
verted from atheism to Christianity in its Orthodox form by 
Vladimir Lossky. He is an extremely prolific writer, but little is 
available in English apart from his remarkable book on 
Solzhenitsyn. This is partly because, while deeply Orthodox, he 
is also profoundly French: it is a great tribute to his translator, 
the Cistercian monk, Fr Theodore Berkeley, that this book 
reads so well in English. The word 'mysticism' in the title is 
misleading, unless one recalls what it meant to Clement' s 
mentor, Vladimir Lossky: there is nothing here of a mysticism 
that transcends creeds and dogmas. 

The first part of the book is an exposition of the mystery of 
God the Trinity, manifest in the Incarnation b f  the Son of God, 
and experienced as men and women fulfil their vocation of 
being created in God' s image and likeness. It is an ecumenical 
presentation of these fundamental mysteries: St Augustine is 
the first of the Fathers to be cited (though with hardly 
suppressed misgivings) and Clement is at pains to trace the 
mystery of the Trinity in a way that transcends the quarrel over 
the filioq ue. The second part is about how we come to know 
and live the divine life thus revealed to us: it is on the sacramen­
tal life of the Church and on Christian asceticism. Clement' s 
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scribal portrait, that of the twelfth-century abbess, Hildegard of 
Bingen. In the glorious illustrations from her Sciv ias, Hildegard 
appears both in the usual place for a male author portrait and as 
a tiny writing figure outside the main picture, observing and 
recording the visions. Her appearance outside the frame is often 
overlooked in reproductions from Sciv ias, but I would say it is 
an important sign of her control and influence. In the author 
portrait, Hildegard is dictating to her scribe, Volmar. They 
occupy separate rooms, although Volmar leans, curious and 
slightly in awe, into Hildegard' s space. The rays of the Holy 
Spirit beam downward onto her head-and only onto her head. 
Volmar is definitely not included in this divine inspiration. She 
writes on wax tablets, making notes of the visions either as or 
shortly after they come to her. She dictates the text from these 
to Volmar, who holds a book. 

In the tiny out-of-frame portraits, we see Hildegard alone, 
with the same wax tablets, linking the visions to the subsequent 
dictation and vice versa. The direct l ine between the Holy Spirit 
and the text in front of the reader is expressed and emphasized 
in every illustration. 

We have here an almost direct parallel between Hildegard' s 
author portrait and an evangelist' s portrait, with the pictorial 
emphasis on the direct recording of a revelation of God. In both 
cases, the human author acts in the manner of a mere corporeal 
channel through which the spiritual message can flow. But 
Hildegard was an extraordinary woman as we have increasingly 
come to appreciate, not only in the quality and range of her 
mind and religious experience, but also in her temporal power. 
She was a woman of strength in a situation sufficiently isolated 
to amplify her position. Hildegard had been brought up in the 
religious life, and her history suggests that women whose lives 
had been confined to the cloister had absorbed fewer of the 
outside world' s expectations of their inferiority to men. 

The thirteen century produced a flowering of women' s 
mystical writing, especially from the convent of Helfta in 
Germany under the forty-year rule of Abbess Gertrude of 
Hackeborn. However, I have yet to find a depiction of one of 
the nuns writing. The Helfta example is instructive. Gertrude 
became Abbess there at the age of nineteen, a career nun, 1 3  



dedicated to female community life and education. Although 
they were learned, it seems that the Helfta nuns did not turn to 
writing until the Beguine, Mechtild of Magdeburg came to live 
with them in 12 7 0, when she was around sixty years old. At 
this point Gertrude had been  Abbess for nineteen years, and 
within the community were the two other Sisters who were to 
become famous, Gertrude the Great and Mechtild of Hacke born 

An important factor in the literary output of Helfta is the 
'role model' for writing that the presence of Mechtild of 
Magdeburg, already a writer of some repute and authority, 
brought with her. But a crucial question in women's writing 
must also be publication, in the widest sense of simply getting 
the work to any audience outside their own restricted circle . 
This is interestingly reflected in the portraits of St Bridget of 
Sweden, the only female saint I have found who is consistently 
depicted writing. 

Bridget was born in 13 02 .  By divine revelation she received a 
rule of religious life. The Pope, Urban V, agreed to her founding 
two monasteries, following not her own Rule but the Rule of St 
Augustine . During her life, Bridget was served by four male 
secretary- confessors who took down her Book of Heavenly 
Revelations. Alphonso, the last, had a number of luxury 
illustrated copies of her work made very soon after her death, in 
order to provide evidence-indeed the chief evidence-for her 
canonization. He succeeded: she was made a saint in 13 91. 

The Revelations manuscripts contain almost- identical cycles 
of pictures, 'the purpose of which is not so much to illustrate 
the text as to substantiate its divine inspiration'. Bridget is 
commonly seen at her writing desk, receiving the revelations 
from heaven. Even when she is not actually writing, the writing 
de sk, empty but pregnant with possibilities of heavenly 
messages, is shown in the pictures. Once again, the emphasis is 
on the direct recording of the word of God. The pictures re­
inforce the authority of Bridget as a writer at God's command. 

Christine de Pisan 
But the Bridget manuscripts were produced at the behest of a 

man. For author portraits where the woman herself was instru­
mental in deciding the image projected, we must compare 
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AN IMAGE RESTORED 

DOUGLAS DALES 

On Sunday, July 4th, the Bishop of Bath and Wells dedicated 
the chapel of the Abbey House, Glastonbury, to St Dunstan, 
the first such dedication there since the Reformation. He also 
blessed an icon of the saint painted by a young monk of the 
newly restored Monastery of the Caves, or Pechersk Lavra, in 
Kiev, in the Ukraine. Christianity came to Kiev in 988, the year 
of Dunstan's death, and from the e leventh century this became 
the most influential monastery in the Russian church. It was 
restored to the church in 1 988 for the Millennium of 
Christianity in Russia, also the millennium of St Dunstan. 

St Dunstan lived between 909 and 988; he was born near 
Glastonbury and grew up there, becoming its Abbot in 942 .  He 
reformed and developed the ancient monastery along Benedic­
tine lines as a major spiritual, cultural and educational centre . 
He became Archbishop of Canterbury in 960 and on his death 
was acclaimed a saint. St Dunstan lived and died before the 
division of the Church; this icon is, therefore, a focus of united 
Christian devotion. It is also a symbol of reconciliation between 
East and West after the ending of the Cold War. 

The icon portrays Dunstan as a bishop, wearing the pallium 
of the archbishops of Canterbury, and holding a jewelled gospel­
book. He is robed in white against a gold background, with an 
engraved halo. The hand of Christ points to him from the top 
left corner, signifying his contemplative visions. Based on two 
manuscript pictures of the saint, and the testimonies of contem­
poraries to his character, the face conveys the strength of a ruler 
with the sensitivity of an artist and musician, as well as the 
experience of a pastor and teacher and man of prayer. 

There is a world-wide fellowship of churches and schools 
under the patronage of St Dunstan in both the Roman and 
Anglican communions, and it is intended that high-quality 
reproductions of this icon be available for their use. Copies are 
also obtainable in mounted icon form from: 

The Warden, the Abbey House, 
Chilkwell Street, Glastonbury, BA6 8DH. 
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The Glastonbury Ikon of St Dunstan 

Remember, I beg you, merciful Christ, to protect Dunstan, 
and do not permit the storms of the underworld to swallow me up . 

(St Dunstan 's prayer, from his Classbook) 
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another famous woman writer who closely supervised the 
production of her own works, Christine de Pisan. Christine' s 
story, her widowhood and successful writing and publishing 
business, is well-known. She was forced into the trade to 
support herself and her family. She was a hands-on boss: about 
sixty manuscripts of her work exist. The same image of  
Christine writing is found in a number of  her books, which 
reinforces the notion of  an iconographical model of  a scribe. 
The depictions of  her are almost exactly alike. Alone in her 
room (except, perhaps, for her dog) , she is seated facing 
towards the right, writing in a ruled codex at a cloth- covered 
table or  desk. She has a pen, penknife, and an open penbox. She 
is right-handed. 

This flush of  depictions of a woman writing appears to be 
unique. I t  reminds us of four points: firstly, that Christine is 
writing secular works, not religious ones; secondly, that she 
oversaw the illustrations herself (indeed, we know that fo r some 
work she employed a woman illustrator, Anastasia) ; thirdly, 
that she may have realized the oddity value of  such books 
written by a woman and advertized them as such; and finally, 
that being secure enough in her career and place in society, she 
was proud to proclaim her status and herself. 

In  13 7 5, when she was eleven years o ld, Boccaccio wrote his 
Book of Famous Women, a series of  lives of  extraordinary 
women from classical times. It was translated into French in 
1401 when she was working. As Millard Meiss has said: 

Christine's own literary life was certainly facilitated by Boccaccio's 
treatise. Among career women included in it were the Sibyls and 
several writers . . . .  Their example sanctioned Christine's unprecedented 
career. We will not underestimate the novelty of her life and her work 
if we recall that in 1 52 1  Pepwell, the English translator of her Cite de 
Dames, said in his prologue that he liked the book but he hesitated to 
print it because of its unconventional estimates of women. 

Only in Christine' s Ep istre d'Othea can we see a woman, lo ,  
directing a scripto rium of men. Her own life provided her with 
the model. 

Christine tells us that she came to enjoy her work and her 
independence; but we should be careful of thinking her writing 
career a kind of  romantic success sto ry. Far from being of 

15  



people of  high standing, writers were servants to those who 
wanted books. In her widowhood, she was reduced to writing 
for a living. 

Scribal Portraits 

In considering a woman author and the general lack of  
recognition of  women as writers and scribes, we must not  forget 
that when we see Christian male authors portrayed as scribes, 
we are really seeing a shorthand representation of  the process of  
compo sition and publication, rather than the visual truth. 
Again, the issue is authority: nothing stands between the 
writer's inspiration and the words in front of the reader. 

Even without the ubiquitous portraits of  evangelists, we still 
have many more depictions of male scribes than female. I have 
not found any small portraits of writing nuns in initials, or  self­
portraits of  women writing drawn in manuscripts, in the way 
that there are so many dozens of men. In an Oxford manuscript 
of  Jerome's commentary on Isaiah, Hugo, 'pictor', the scribe­
illustrator, has painted Isaiah, Jerome, and himself. His portrait 
of Jerome is virtually identical with his self-portrait. This may 
provide an insight into why men rather than women draw them­
selves into manuscripts. I am anxious to avoid any amateur 
psychology about the likelihood of  each sex to advertize itself. I 
have found some female scribal self-portraits, but they do not 
depict themselves actually writing. But contrast Eadwine's 
famous 'I am the prince of  scribes' with 'Guda, a sinner, a 
woman, wrote and decorated this boo k'. 

The similarity o f  Hugo's self-portrait to his portrait of  
Jerome suggests that male scribes had easily accepted models, 
and that they and their readers were simply used to seeing men 
depicted writing. They could recognize  their situation in that of  
the evangelists and doctors. Women had, literally, no such 
models. A manuscript of  the prose Tristan shows Iseult dic­
tating a letter to Tristan via a scribe, but the text specifically 
mentions her writing the letter with her own hand. Could the 
illustrator not co nceive of a queen writing fo r herself? Was it 
not the sort of  thing that a queen should do? 

When I first began this study I expected to find that depic­
tions of  women writing had simply been ignored: that they 16  

vivid way in the world's expanding insurmountable problems of  
strife. The waters of  life dry up. Whereas to try to sense and 
hold the poles, in the case of  senile dementia especially to sense 
the workings of  body/soul/ spirit, may be the beginning of  
getting in touch with true Imagination, compassion and healing. 
To accept being carer in all practical details, and in this way, 
may stretch the entirety of  one's limited resources towards 
breaking point. But the waters of  life are said to be limitless. 
One drop may save the situation. In many of  the circumstances 
of  our times, the idea of  acceptance, even gratitude, towards 
what life presents may seem like mockery.* Except that there is 
likely to be more mockery of  humanity and of  God, and more 
suffering, in alternatives. 

In reflecting on senile dementia, the teachings o f  Meister 
Eckhart again come to mind. He distinguishes between physical 
and spiritual reality, describing them in Sermon 14a ( 16a) as the 
difference between being 'on the wall' and 'in the wall' -which 
sounds crazy enough, especially if one is being driven up the 
wall as carer! And yet on second thoughts, in a very ordinary 
humble way, in a simple spirit in Christ (or in whoever one's 
good Teacher is) that distinction does have resonance with the 
nature of  the situation o n a human level, that is, the relation­
ship o f  sufferer and carer and the sufferer's need for balanced 
support in reaching out to a po le of which we are less aware. 

There is resonance also from Meister Eckhart's sense of  God 
as Is-ness. When the physicality of being incarnate by means of  
body and brain is disintegrating, though they still function as 
vehicle, is it po ssible to find a reflection of  Is-ness-and so 
healing and resolution-present within the 'confusion', a light 
and pearl of  great price enfolded there? * This theme is explored by Brother David Steindl Rast in Gratitude the Heart of 
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These are examples of the mutuality of life, and of the 
mutual influence of the energy flowing between individuals in 
any situation, for better or for worse, which I suspect occur 
regardless of space. The sufferer really does seem to need the 
wholehearted but wise support and trust of carers, of the kind 
that implies separateness, an honouring of the other person as 
distinct in the Image of God, in a possibly not- so- demented or 
mad journey. In the case of dementia, it is, typically, not just a 
one- way flow, the sufferers mere objects of care. In them, too, 
may be potential gift-to us; that is, their potential for excep­
tionally valid and characteristic contact with Imagination. The 
special place often given in olden times and in some primitive 
societies to the Fool, the Clown, and even to the village idiot, 
and to the elderly and the demented, was predominantly for the 
sake of the society. That is, for the value to the group of their 
being in a world deeper than the 'normal' world, in intermediate 
realms and in depths which, one might say, are not of time and 
space. The potential value of that being to the vitality of culture 
and life as a whole was fully recognized. 

But that is hard to grasp, and the source of compassion and 
healing tends to elude us. It is said that the gates of the original 
Garden, where one- ness and innocence prevailed, are barred to 
us with swords of flame. Perhaps it is that that source is where 
there is resolve of the inevitable and necessary flow of diff eren­
tiation which we reflect in all the polarities we experience and 
hang on to, as well as those we don't see: North, South, East, 
West; left, right; black, white; heart, head; feminine, masculine; 
body, spirit, and so on and so forth. 

Christ's promise is that when two or three are gathered to­
gether in his name, then he will be there. To be with dementia 
in any other way may give place to the logical medical con­
clusion that 'none of the dementias can be treated'. There are 
many names in which people can gather, especially in large 
numbers. The world's names are usually those of polarization. 

As for any social problem, it seems that polarization of 
stance towards this particular individual and social problem, 
perceiving and assessing senile dementia merely in its apparently 
obvious physical origins and manifestations, is as adverse in its 
consequences in a very practical sense as it is in a much more 
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existed but had been overlooked. In fact, there have been many 
fewer depictions than I imagined. Must we then conclude that 
the men of the period knew that words were a way of ordering 
and subduing the world; that, in some sense, written words 
make the world in their own image; and that it was too 
dangerous for this power to fall into unauthorized and uncon­
trollable hands? Perhaps. But why might women wish not to 
write? Obviously, they had other things to do with their time, 
both work and leisure. Writing is an essentially solitary pursuit: 
even if it is done in company with others it is best done in 
silence and concentration. But needlework, making vestments 
and weaving tapestries are much more social and co- operative 
activities. Perhaps the more laterally orientated and networking 
nature of women makes them prefer more social work, so that 
even women who do write or compose tend to do so in groups 
where they can discuss experience and receive support. 

What is crucial about these briefly described images of 
women writing is their peculiarity, by which I mean that, unlike 
those of writing men, they are not a constant, repeated illus­
tration of the text in manuscripts at expected points, but one­
offs, the unusual. We may find more writing women than I have 
so far, but they will appear with the unexpected grace of a bird 
of paradise on a grey winter day, straying visitors rather than 
women in their own element. 

Lesley Smith is a Lecturer in Medieval History at Linacre 
College, in the University of Oxford. This article is the 
substance of a talk, illustrated with slides, given at Fairacres in 
July 1992. 
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AWKWARD REVERENCE 
Philip Larkin and Christianity 

MARK OAKLEY 

'WITH OUT PHIL IP LAR KIN ,  twentieth century poetry would have a 
hole in its head and a hole, quite as large, in its heart.' So 
commented John Carey one of the many reviewers of The 
Selected Letters of Philip Larkin, 1940-1985, edited by 
Anthony Thwaite, which was acclaimed by some as the literary 
gem of 1992. It is true that people are very divided in their 
response to Larkin's poetry. Whilst some think him the best 
British poet of this century, others, like Margaret Drabble 
writing in The Independent Weekend Magazine's 'Heroes and 
Villains' column, are willing to name him their 'villain'. Which 
side are we to take, and how are we to read him? 

Larkin was born in Coventry in 1922. He received a scholar­
ship to St John's College, Oxford and afterwards worked in 
various libraries, finally, in 1955, becoming Librarian of the 
Brynmor Jones Library at Hull University, where he remained 
until his death in 1985. His poetic output was modest but 
influential. The Whitsun Weddings (1964) won the Queen's 
Gold Medal and the Arts Council Prize, and High Windows 
(197 4) received the Cholmondeley and Loines awards. He 
published two novels, Jill ( l  946), and A Girl in Winter (1947). 
His great interest in jazz led to many feature articles on the 
subject, a collection of which was published as All That Jazz 
(1970). There are two major interviews published, with the 
Observer and with the Paris Review. His career was not, then, 
particularly distinguished and his life-style rather ordinary. 
Unmarried, middle-class, an academic loner. But that is how he 
liked it. As he told one of his interviewers: 

My life is as simple as I can make it. Work all day, then cook, eat, 
wash up, telephone, hack writing, drink and television in the evenings. 
I almost never go out. I suppose everyone tries to ignore the passing of 
time: some people by doing a lot, being in California one year and 
Japan the next; or there's my war-making every day and every year 
the same. Probably neither works. 
As regards poetry, Larkin asserted that good poetry was also 
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leaving us in long periods of dryness, or even despair, even as 
many of the saints have known. We all know far more than our 
rational upbringing, mental conventions and our adopted adult 
rationality allow us to know. Is it possible to bring forth the 
knowing and the trust of the wise child and to let it live not 
only within the demented elderly but also within us as carers, so 
that there may be healing even from within that state? 

What seems certain is that any healing or amelioration of this 
kind is likely to need the help of carers, as it did in nursing the 
terminally ill, as described in the book Final Gifts. In the case 
of dementia it is as if the rational and physical aspects of being 
have to be cared for and held well by the carer, providing stabil­
ity for the sufferer and so allowing his or her energies to flow in 
good communication with the other world, while still being in 
this one. But if the sufferer's questing journey is to be valid and 
fruitful, it is as if more energy needs to flow also into the life of 
the carer's own knowing and rightly trusting inner child, so 
supporting the sufferer by sharing in that world. In Christian 
terms, one might think of the presence of the Christ Child. 

In the case of dementia, experience and observation suggest 
that if the carer is not with the sufferer in that sense, able to go 
along with and sense something of the nature and the meaning 
of the sufferer's other-world questing, then things may fall 
apart. It seems likely that the 'confused' cannot sustain a 
fruitful flow of energy on their own, and that they are deeply 
affected by the characteristics of the flow of energy from 
carers, whatever its nature. 

Thus, true caring and love may be frustrated by disbelief in 
the reality of what the five or six senses cannot register, and any 
situation of promise, danger, or whatever, may be influenced 
for the worse by a negative or significantly partial attitude 
towards it. Our mother tongue is oddly ill-equipped with words 
which express the particular quality of care and love which may 
be healing to all concerned. But if detachment is to do with 
withdrawal of projections in relationship, then that too is likely 
to be part of the quality needed. Moreover, if in the heart of the 
carer there is an element, perhaps unconscious, of fear or dis­
taste for dementia, and so maybe of rejection or despair, then 
the sufferer will exceptionally vulnerable to such influences. 
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something God is what has been d one over millennia, and that 
to call it God is as good as any other naming or idea. I will stay 
with that. 

In the case of dementia, to stay only with rational explana­
tion, expectation, hope or despair, and in the physical world of 
brain and body, and the 'normal' ways of the world , seems to 
destroy the key and to block the way to healing of any kind, 
leaving that other world , whatever it is, the sufferer, and our 
ordinary 'normal' world each in separate isolation, the potential 
linkage refused . The other world gets up to its own stratagems 
with relentless energy without our help; together with the 
sufferer calling unrecognized , unchannelled , for help; disturbing 
and shocking to the sufferer and everyone around, and often 
very destructive. Alternatively, staying only with the normal, 
rational world , may lead to 'second childishness and mere 
oblivion', and the sad vacancy in the faces of old people ranged 
around the walls of communal rooms in old people's homes. A 
vacancy which gives further sad support to the idea that 'none 
of the dementias can be treated '. 

However, the association of 'child ishness' with senile 
dementia in this way denigrates the essential nature of the child , 
as well as the reality of the archetype of the Child and the possi­
bility of healing. Christ d id not say, 'Be childish'. He said that 
unless we become as little children we will likely stay looking 
for signs and will neither hear, nor see, nor find the Kingdom. 
The wise child knows and trusts in that knowing, which is what 
I understood my mother to be d oing when in dementia, even 
more than in earlier life. Alas, more often than not in our 
world , this quality of the child's mind, of the human mind , is 
eventually likely to be sacrificed by education and then by 
adulthood and the demands of the world and its work, such as 
it is. The wisdom of the make-believe of the child's world and 
its source seems not to be worthy of translation into adult life 
except in art form. But in pondering it or in suddenly and 
unexpected ly being moved by it, one may sense that Imagina­
tion and its inspiration are alive , carrying us along throughout 
life and present in our deepest experience, the quality of the 
experience being dependent upon the quality of our openness 
to Imagination. Or maybe we feel it surfacing only occasionally, 
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simple and straightforward. He reacted against the modernists 
such as Eliot, Joyce and Pound , thinking their work inaccessible 
to 'anyone with normal vision'. Instead he preferred poets who, 
like Thomas Hardy, made their work contain 'little in thought 
or reference that needs elucidation' with unambiguous language 
and comprehensible themes. Poetry for Larkin should address 
matters of common concern and should be 'an affair of sanity, 
of seeing things as they are' and the poet should be 'really 
engaged in recreating the familiar'. Simplicity often leads to 
profundity. 

Larkin's mimetic, representational poetry is founded in that 
characteristically English philosophy, empiricism, which bases 
thought and action on observation and experiment, rather than 
on theory or ideas. It is characterized also by subtlety, wit, 
irony and intelligence. His verse has an accessibility due to his 
use of common speech, colloquial vocabulary and easily intellig­
ible syntax. His themes are also accessible. 

When Alan Bennett gave a 'Poetry in Motion' lecture on 
Larkin's work on Channel Four in 1991, he began by saying, 
'Larkin is famous for his fear of death. He is also famous for his 
fear of life. ' Certainly death is a constantly recurring motif. 
Passages such as this one from 'Dockery and Son' are common­
place: 

Life is first boredom, then fear. 
Whether or not we use it, it goes, 
And leaves what something hidden from us chose, 
And age, and then the only end of age.2 

Readers should also look at poems such as 'Aubade' and 
'Nothing To be Said '. Commentators have often made the point 
that Larkin is preoccupied with long perspectives. The first is a 
vision of the ind ividual life and its shape, viewed from some 
point in middle age from which the mind can look back in 
retrospect on youth, with its characteristic feelings and hopes, 
and can also look forward in knowledgeable, disturbed anticipa­
tion to the future and the approach of old age and death. The 
second perspective is a similar one-but larger and more 
scaring-of the living being confronted by the knowledge of 
inevitable death. All life, all experience, is set against an 
imaginative vision of dying and death as experiences in them-
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selves. Again and again Larkin's poems open out into realization 
of these saddening or frightening perspectives, abolishing any 
sense of firmness or trust in the present moment by revealing it 
to be surrounded by illusion, instability or vacancy. Death, for 
Larkin, is dissolution, oblivion and emptiness, as he describes in 
'The Old Fools'. 

Other Larkin themes include decay, meaninglessness, loneli­
ness and deprivation. 'Deprivation is for me,' he once said, 
'what daffodils were for Wordsworth'. 3 Much of his poetry con­
cerns itself with the 'solving emptiness that lies just under all we 
do' ( 'Ambulances'). His poem 'Ignorance' deals with 'knowing 
nothing', never being sure 

Of what is true or right or real, 
But forced to qualify or so I feel, 
Or Well, it does seem so: 
Someone must know. 

In 'I Remember, I Remember' his travelling companion on the 
train which has stopped at Coventry, Larkin's birthplace, says: 
'You look as if you wished the place in Hell ... judging from 
your face', to which Larkin replies : 'Oh well, I suppose it's not 
the place's fault. Nothing, like something, happens anywhere.' 
Larkin seems to relish dullness. And although he once said that 
writing a poem was never a negative but rather a positive thing 
to do, there is a sense in which his poetry is difficult to listen 
to. Can life really be so bad? 'The temptation of all art is to 
console,' commented Bennett in the same programme, but 
Larkin's poems seldom attempt to. 

II 

How then can we read Larkin with the Christian teaching of 
hope in mind? I confess that when I first came across him, I was 
almost clandestine in my enjoyment of his poetry. I thought I 
was somehow denying the vision of life I had accepted by virtue 
of my faith, denying the ultimate hope and belief in grace 
which was central to my world-picture. But the volumes of 
Larkin's poetry are to be found on many vicarage bookshelves 
and in a lot of Christian homes. He does not seem to be seen as 
such a threat as he might. Indeed, he is often admired, quoted 
and praised by church-goers. The theological journal, The 
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unusual cast of character or background , or to a particularly 
mild manifestation of dementia. But that it really was mainly 
enabled by finding communication and active place with the 
energies of 'soul' and Imagination. There is a growing body of 
evidence that supports this view. I have referred to Final Gifts, 
which provides concrete evidence in another type of situation. 
More directly concerning dementia, in particular Alzheimer's 
Disease, research has been carried out using therapy with music, 
as reported in a BBC Radio Four programme on 17 February 
1992. It shows that some aspects of co-Ordination which 
sufferers lose in the course of the disease can be regained 
through the use of music; music touches the system of Imagina­
tion and via that acts to resuscitate the function of the brain. 

After the experience with my mother, and then a short 
period when I was able to work in a local old people's home, it 
seemed certain to me that for the confused and carers alike, 
despite varying degrees of imaginative resource, a seeking for 
awareness and an affirmation and honouring of this other world 
could perhaps generally be very helpful. This other world: not a 
separate realm, but always from birth to death part and parcel 
of life as it is; the ground of life and of soul work which, if 
honoured, may, in terms of Christ's teaching, provide a sound 
bridge to Spirit and to the Image of God within. I use these 
terms in retrospect and without any definitive purpose. At the 
time, as for any experience, response came directly, spontan­
eously. At first, with the onset of my mother's confusion, I was 
dismayed. But I had opportunity to ponder the nature of the 
non-physical manifestations and what was going on there; and 
to see that something unusual had surfaced, even if I couldn't 
exactly understand it. It became possible to deepen the aptness 
and perhaps the wisdom of my ongoing response; and at heart 
to honour the presence of 'the other'. 

One cannot define or prove anything. But one may sense its 
action on a very ordinary level. For however fanciful the idea 
may be thought to be, what actually surfaced in the case of my 
mother was functional. It was healing. It was healing, one might 
say, by the grace of God. I would not doubt that we are within 
something beyond us, at least beyond our knowledge and power 
of description-and it within us. It has been said that to call this 
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As the real people dropped out of her stories they became 
more exclusively imaginative and archetypal. During the early 
period when I was able to leave her by herself for a while, she 
would often speak of imagined people on my return, and more 
often than not of my father, who, she said, had visited her while 
I was out. Six months or so before the end of her life the stories 
became almost purely archetypal, but still occasionally my 
father came into them. Nearer to the end they ceased 
altogether. Naturally my father was very close to my mother in 
her memory. But the important role he played for her in the 
evolv ing course of Imagination during these years has, I believe, 
very great significance beyond memory. 

Through this whole decade the stories were related in an 
evolving flow and resolution. As well as stories, she would make 
short fey remarks. Usually these were preceded by a graceful 
yawn and a strange increase in youthfulness in looks and colour. 
They often contained knowledge or wisdom of some kind, if 
one could read it. 

Typical perhaps of situations in many families, the preceding 
years had contained difficult problems which still continued. It 
was evident from my mother's remarks that in the course of her 
inner resolvings during this decade of 'senility' she developed 
new insight into the nature of these difficu lties and responsi­
bility towards them. All things considered, the decade was, 
unexpectedly, a very happy time, a time of great gratitude for 
her 'soul work'. In the course of it, for all the senility and 
dementia, there was great and varied resolution, and a lot of 
fun. My mother was released from puzzles, regrets and 
anxieties. She gained so much calm and a poli sh to wisdom. 
Then, towards the end, when physical aspects such as eyesight, 
walking and incontinence, were increasingly difficult and she 
was sadder, she often said, 'I don't like this life'. And one 
morning in the summer of 1980 when I was busy doing 
washing , I looked into the sitting- room to ask if she were 
comfortable. She replied, 'No. I'm preparing for tomorrow'. I 
half wondered at this. A few weeks later she developed 
pneumonia and died very peacefully a month after that. 

There seems to me to be good reason to think that the hope­
ful path my mother was able to take was not just owing to an 
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Modern Churchman, even paid him tribute by publishing a four­
page 'In Memoriam', written by a theological college tutor in 
Christian Ethics.4 Larkin cannot be claimed to be Christian nor 
religious. In fact, he is very scathing about religion, calling it in 
'Aubade', 

That vast moth-eaten musical brocade 
Created to pretend we never die, 

and in another poem, 'Vers de Societe', pronouncing 
. . .  No one now 
Believes the hermit with his gown and dish 
Talking to God (who's gone too). 

What will our response be to this poetry of depression, death­
emphasis and asserted meaninglessness? Is Larkin beyond the 
Church's pale? 

The first thing to say is that Larkin's death motif is actually 
within quite a solid Christian tradition. Early in 1992 I went to 
an exhibition at the Victoria and Albert Museum entitled, 'The 
Art of Death: Objects from the English Death Ritual, 1500-
1800 '. The introduction to the exhibition read: 

Death today is rarely discussed openly, euphemisms are employed to 
avoid even the use of the word, and brief, sometimes reclusive, rituals 
mark the moment of death. Yet our ancestors' response to death was 
quite different, surrounding themselves with objects and artefacts to 
remind themselves of their own mortality. They also reacted energeti­
cally to the prospect of death, striving to retain a memory of friends 
and relatives who had died. 

This must be true. Apart from such things as the emergence of 
AIDS and the development of the Hospice movement, death is 
not on the late-twentieth-century agenda very much. Death 
seems to be to us  what sex was to the Victorians. Could we, 
then, welcome Larkin as a contemporary memento mori figure, 
someone who confronts us with our mortality and the necessity 
of appropriating this knowledge within our lifestyle? Compare 
the adage found on many antiques, 'Remember thy end, repent 
and amend', with Larkin's poem, 'The Mower', which ends: 

. .. we should be careful 
Of each other, we should be kind 
While there is still time. 

It may well be that we shall differ from Larkin in his final 
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pessimism, his belief in the absoluteness of human extinction, 
but he may well help us to appreciate that death is a process 
rather than an event, and one that challenges our every thought 
and action. 

Secondly, by way of its unifying nature, theology must take 
note of all human experiences and this must include all those 
acutely perceived and described by Larkin. He is popular 
exactly because so many people recognize the things he is 
talking about, and though we may find it frightening and 
depressing, it is such recognition that is the first step to 
salvation. However, we may find it equally refreshing and a 
relief to hear them spoken of. In the same way that theology 
must attend to and be prepared to analyze political and 
economic developments, scientific and philosophical theory, 
communal and religious practices, works of art and literature, so 
must it attend to everyday personal and social existence. All 
these contribute to the stuff of human existence and must be 
brought under the revelatory light. Christians need to be better 
acquainted with ordinariness, the unmiracluous and the boring. 
What is theology to make of melancholy and ennui anyway? 
Can we not find God in the ordinary and dull as well as in the 
extra-ordinary? 

Of course, Larkin's awareness of time passing, transcience 
and inevitable loss should not shock those of us who read 
Scripture. Such themes are constantly appearing in the Wisdom 
literature and in the Psalms, where we can read that man is 'but 
a thing of naught; his time passeth away like a shadow'. In his 
poem 'Here', Larkin notes that 'Loneliness clarifies', and his 
clarity of vision is such that we can learn from him. We must 
not be lulled into a pretence that feelings of despair, loneliness 
and fear of death do not exist. As the tribute in The Modern 
Churchman stated: 

He surely achieved an exemplary realism, for nothing in life is 
permanent or secure. All that we value most will pass from us and this 
is why our wilderness becomes in time the place of temptation. We are 
tempted to deny its character, to escape its limits, to become 
faithless. 5 

But I have not given you a complete picture of Larkin's 
poetry. There are other themes to be found, such as love, 
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recognized the need to respond in all seriousness and to set in 
motion whatever, by interpretation, they understood the 
remarks to refer to: practical measures to be taken; needs to be 
met in human relationships; reassurance concerning the passage 
into death; and so on. Invariably, when the need expressed by 
Imagination had been met, the patient was able peacefully to 
leave this life rather than drag on in physical sickness. The 
surfacing dream language expressed what the conscious per­
sonality of the patient was not aware of or was not able to 
express, and yet to which it was open and wanted to attend. 
But the healing process was dependent initially upon the carer's 
intelligent recognition of, and response to, what was happening. 

To return to my mother: by the time she was spending most 
of the day in bed or on the sofa she would sit quietly for hours, 
and if I asked her if she was OK she would say, 'Yes. I'm j ust 
thinking. ' Often, some time later, she would come out with an 
insight about the past, stating how she had realized she had not 
acted wisely or as helpfully as she intended, or whatever. During 
the whole decade these quiet serious times were interspersed 
with much humour, and a quaint mischievousness .  These and 
various other traits, together with her meditative way, seem to 
me to indicate how much during this period she was, in her own 
way and in relation to her own needs, in exceptionally lively 
touch with soul and psyche and Imagination, perhaps one might 
even say with Spirit. 

An interesting feature of psychic transition over the decade 
was that her stories changed in character. The change was by 
way of a j ourney to and then beyond childhood to the arche­
typal, and beyond this towards the Unknown. Early in the 
197 0s her stories were factual, recalling her childhood and 
family and adolescence onwards. There was strong factual 
centring round my father, who died in 1961, when she spoke of 
the years leading up to and after their marriage. There was, as 
well, a concentration on siblings and other relations, and, to a 
lesser extent, on her own children and their families, and 
various other real people who had had a significant role in her 
earlier life. When the stories became less factual, the real people 
were less and less in them, with the exception of my father, and 
less often my second brother who lived in this country. 
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mother and the mother's bizarre behaviour. For instance, her 
escapes from their cottage, followed by determined, extensive, 
searching wanderings far round the district and even down a 
busy nearby motorway in drenching rain, and her acceptance of 
lifts offered-to where? To where, it seemed, she was searching. 
And then her repeated and quite desperate questionings when at 
home, the door securely locked, as to the whereabouts of the 
key. These details seem to support the interpretation that part 
of the state of dementia in the elderly may be due to a delay or 
blockage in the channelling of energies towards the sufferer's 
inner need, i.e., unfinished business or incompleteness in the 
journey of life that needs attention before death. It is impos­
sible to say what the course might have been had the very caring 
and loving family of this intelligent old lady been receptive to 
Imagination and its workings in this form rather than sensing 
the dementia as total disaster. It is interesting that in this case 
the journalist's eleven-year-old son was the person best able to 
communicate with his grandmother when she was so seriously 
demented and destructive that she had to be sedated. The 
special quality of relationship that is so often enjoyed between 
the old, even the demented old, and the young must reflect an 
affinity in Imagination which is usually allowed freer play 
during early and late life than in the mainstream of adulthood. 

Since writing the original version of these notes, the book, 
Final G ifts (Hodder and Stoughton, 1992), by Maggie Callanan 
and Patricia Kelley has been published. This is a most welcome 
affirmation of an aspect of the theme suggested above. The 
book describes 'near-death' experiences in normal people of 
varying ages who were lingering in the last stages of terminal 
illness. It describes the 'dream' language, that is, the language of 
Imagination, which they uttered by way of calling attention to 
various elements of unfinished business in their lives, which 
seem to have been holding up the natural course to completion 
of life and peaceful death. Such remarks made by the totally 
sane dying would normally be thought by carers to be due to 
some brief lapse or aberration of mental faculty. Fortunately, 
the two authors, who were nursing sisters specializing in 
terminal illness, came to recognize the validity and meaning of 
what the dying uttered in the course of these incidents. They 
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beauty, light, truth, and his beloved jazz. An example might be 
the concluding stanza of 'High Windows': 

Rather than words comes the thought of high windows: 
The sun-comprehending glass, 
And beyond it, the deep blue air, that shows 
Nothing, and is nowhere, and is endless. 

This representation of liberation which is tied to no place or 
time or activity has an almost transcendental quality to it, 
expressing numinosity and a sense of awe. There is a mystical 
quality to it, a sense of going beyond the self. So, paradoxically, 
a poem which actually explicitly rejects orthodox religion calls 
for neo-religious language to describe its effect. Throughout his 
poetry there is a continuing interest-however agnostic-in the 
nature of human existence. Some argue that there is a side to 
Larkin which reveals a great sensitivity to, and love of, life. 
Roger Day, for instance, identifies what he calls Larkin's 
'secular hymns', such as 'Solar', 'The Trees', and 'To the Sea'. 
Day argues that at the heart of these secular hymns is not just a 
sense of awe but actually one of thankfulness, an awareness of 
the mystery of being. I have here focused on the darker side of 
his poetry, though. In his famous poem, 'Church Going', we 
notice Larkin's high style in the final stanza: 

A serious house on serious earth it is, 
In whose blent air all our compulsions meet, 
Are recognised ,  and robed as destinies. 

Here the dignity of human life is recognized and it is as he 
presents himself here that, I feel, we must leave Larkin: 

... Hatless, I take off 
My cycle-clips in awkward reverence. 

It is a response to life which he does not fully understand, but 
which throws up both pleasure and pain, fun and fear, birth and 
death. On 14 February 1986 the bidding prayer at Larkin's 
memorial service at Westminster Abbey announced that: 

In particular on this day we commemorate with thanksgiving Philip 
Larkin, who, possessing outstanding literary gifts, combined 
distinction with rare humility. We give thanks for his intellectual 
integrity which would not allow him to accept the consolations of a 
faith which would have delivered him from a fear of dying, by which 
all his life he was haunted. 

23 



Integrity is the bread we share with him , acknowledging both 
grief and glory in humanity . 

'Do you feel happiness is unlikely in this world?' Larkin was 
asked at the end of one interview. 

'Well,' he replied, 'I think if you're in good health, and have 
enough money , and nothing is bothering you in the foreseeable 
future , that's as much as you can hope for. But "happiness" . . .  
no . If only because you know you are going to die , and the 
people you love are going to die . '  

Larkin died on 2 December 1 985 ,  and it is to be hoped ,  as 
one of his obituary writers did, that he will be blinking his eyes 
on the edge of paradise , still in awkward reverence . 
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off by nature , but an experience which depends perhaps upon 
contact with true Imagination . 

With my 'demented' mother there was this contrast between 
active imaginative resources on the one hand ;  and on the other, 
being at such a loss in the material aspects of physicality . Is it 
fanciful to think that, owing to degeneration of body and brain 
(but to what else?), the energy and patterning of unavailing 
struggle with the physicality which the world presented-those 
purposeful wanderings and challenges to hedges , fences , 
brambles and so on , and her mistaken wanderings in the house­
in part precisely reflected the nature of the true task waiting for 
attention in the other, the 'inner', world? The idea may not be 
so fanciful. It is the type of phenomenon which in very 'sane' 
modes of expression is widespread in the intensely extrovert 
and action-packed world, in respect of which one could equally 
conclude that activity consciously or impulsively directed out­
ward reflects the inner world and its need. In so far as we have 
choice , how deeply do choices made or fallen into , in work , 
profession , cause, or fight ,  tend to reflect for an individual or 
society the unseen inner state , its unresolvedness or polariza­
tion , its intelligent search for peace or its tendency for war? 
How often does the extroverted energy serve its true inner need 
and its resolution? In the disasters of the world ,  how often are 
they the result of impulsive acting out of what is not resolved 
within? 

As my mother gradually lost the energies for wandering and 
so on , she did indeed settle down to a deepening meditative 
way . A transfer of energies from 'outer' to 'inner' had been 
achieved in a way appropriate to her situation. It was not that 
she had not been a reflective person in the course of life . Per­
haps it was that something on-going for her in the midst of life's 
involvements , difficulties and demands now, before death , 
needed greater fulfilment than had been possible in the main­
stream of life. 

Further illustration of the theme may perhaps be drawn from 
cases in which manifestations of dementia are experienced only 
as aberrant and demented .  A journalist's radio programme 
entitled 'Where's the Key? '  which was broadcast in I 977 , des­
cribed the journalist's experience with her own confused 
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door of the loo, she had entered and shut the door, and found 
herself in the cramped darkness among the brooms without 
knowing how to get out. Eventually she could not feed herself. 
But ,  although when her son visited her from overseas she, sadly, 
did not know him, concerning what was going on between 
people around her, and what they were about , she was often 
disconcertingly aware. Once or twice she engaged with extra­
ordinary purpose, wisdom and control in a conversation on 
some particularly important subject ,  using a form of dream 
language rather than ordinary rational language, which was 
incomprehensible to superficial intelligence but which the other 
person understood and responded to likewise. An interesting 
feature of my mother's speech generally was the oddly apt 
vitality of irrational wording that came to her when the 
customary choice for the meaning she wanted happened not to 
be at the disposal of her ageing brain. The happy and amusing 
alternatives that so often came to her, which one would not 
have found in any dictionary of synonyms, seemed to indicate 
not only her intelligent contact with unconscious depths, but 
also that the vital source of speech is far deeper than rationality 
and than what we usually think of as 'intellect'. 

My mother's awareness was also close to what one might call 
the 'innerness' of the natural world in a way which would be 
empathetic to an ancient theme in the religious tradition of 
many cultures, as for example in Celtic Christianity, or as 
expressed by the fourteenth century Dominican scholar and 
churchman, Meister Eckhart , in his understanding that 'God' is 
'Is-ness'. We were driving one morning through the Thames 
valley, a landscape deeply touched by late spring-scintillating 
river, luscious meadows, mighty trees, blossom-filled hedges, 
and higher up, below intense blue sky and white clouds, the 
darker green of tree-covered skyline and hill slopes. My mother 
gave archaic expression in response to what she registered. She 
said slowly and with great awe: 'How b eautiful, it is . . . It 's 
wonderful . . .  (and after a longer pause) . . .  It's terrifying. ' An 
acquaintance, a medical doctor who considered that he was an 
atheist and was totally sceptical of all religion, said that he 
registered the same sense of awe when mountain climbing with 
his children. Not an uncommon experience, one often sparked 28 

SENILE DEMENTIA AND HEALING VIVIEN PIERCY ALTHOUGH I have always been a working woman, in my late  
forties and fifties I was looking after my dear old Mum who had 
passed gently into what was termed 'senile dementia'. She 
gradually lost touch with the 'real' world and entered another. 

In the early 197 0s there was a very distressing day when she 
told me, truly, that she no longer knew how to dress herself. 
She was about eighty-seven then. And so the journey continued 
more and more deeply. At that stage, after a very difficult but 
faithful life, there was a great deal still to resolve, both for her 
and indeed for me. The difficulties had begun to  take form at 
the t ime of her father's death when she was nine. But they 
were, of course, also rooted in culture, and in transition from 
the nineteenth century. She had great imaginative resources, not 
that one would necessarily have noticed them much. They were 
held in a kind of gentle self-containment and a quiet but lively 
sense of humour which were part of my mother's character. 

The gradual onset of dementia may be scarcely noticeable, 
but there comes a t ime when it is obvious that something is 
seriously awry. Very dismaying for carers, what it is like for 
sufferers is hard to imagine. In the passage onwards through 
dementia, is it p ossib le that this course may b e  eased? Though 
they do not touch on the very great difficulties and exaspera­
tions which carers m,ay face, especially in the contemporary 
setting, these notes are about that possibility. They involve 
speculation, but are based on fact. In my mother's case, I 
believe that the key to what turned out to be a very happy 
period was the soundness of her receptivity and contact with 
Imagination. 

I must emphasize that I speak only of experience with the 
type of dementia suffered by my mother. It is difficult to  de­
fine the type because, I understand that, in the absence of a 
thorough knowledge of causes, no medical clarification has been 
established; and we do not know what it might have developed 
into in other circumstances. I understand, however, that hers 
was typical of a kind much more common than extreme types. 25 



There are plenty of descriptions of the disaster course which 
senile dementia can take. For instance, in a 197 8 radio pro­
gramme entitled 'The Quiet Epidemic', which was mainly about 
medical facts, it w as variously termed: 

' a  disruption at the very nerve centre of the individual'; 
' a  progressive degeneration w hich continues unti l  the 
personality is totally destroyed and the patient dies'; 
' an inevitable decline into madness'; 
'second childishness and mere oblivion'; 
' a  disaster for the patient and disastrous for the family'; 
' a  mounting problem which casts its shadow into the twenty­
first century'. 
The correct current p rofessional assessment of all dementias 

must necessarily be a medical one, an assessment of physical 
change in body and brain and the apparent consequences of 
that. The idea that there may be potential healing in senile 
dementia, and in other such states caused by physical degenera­
tion, could not be within a strictly medical standpoint. To the 
lay mind also it might seem to be an unlikely avenue of healing 
before death, especially to the minds of those meeting up with 
it in their own lives, unexpectedly, unpreparedly. The idea that 
there can be healing also for carers, indeed the idea that there 
might be that need, seems equally strange. But a more compre­
hensive view of life suggests that physicality, as we generally 
understand it, is not the only centrally relevant active dimen­
sion at the heart of humanity and that perhaps even brain 
function is not exclusively dependent upon it. What might be 
called a religious concept, or rather attitude, in which our usual 
idea of physicality is only part of incarnate being, may be more 
appropriate in understanding the nature of healing possible in 
dementia. From this point of view , what happens in Imagina­
tion may be key. 

I myself have empathy for dreams and some slight sense of 
comprehension, though my imagination has mostly been 
involved in tough work in the course of employment. I also 
have a great interest in family roots, and was keen to hear more 
about the past. So when my mother began to talk about the 
past, I wrote it down. And when she began to say strange things 
and to recount strange tales, a mix of this world and the world 26 

of make-believe, as some would call it, I w rote that down too, 
often verbatim. This continued for ten years unti l  she died at 
the end of her ninety-seventh year. 

Several elements became apparent in the course of this 
decade. From the world, with one most notable and helpful 
exception, there was often the kindly yet denigrating attitude 
of some professionals . These were doctors, occasional social 
workers, and others who probably had no p rofessional means of 
understanding or p rofessional trust in what may be possible at 
the core of human nature, and who could only latch on to the 
idea of confusion and senility. Through the media, senile 
dementia was at this time attracting interest generally, 
especially the distress of it and the plight of carers who 
themselves were being driven demented by the demented and 
unhappy elderly. Not that I didn't sympathize, knowing a lot 
about the conditions. But something different and ever so much 
more hopeful seemed to be happening in our case. 

I was able to feel that I could give affirmation to this other 
world in which my mother was more and more extensively, as 
she lost her footing in the ' real' one. I went along with her 
strange tales and mix of both w orlds, taking part in other-world 
conversations and questionings, at least to the best of my ability 
and expression, realizing that my mother was often in touch 
with the greater vitality and wisdom. Until later years, after 
relating a tale she would sometimes add: 'I'm not quite sure 
which w orld that was in. ' 

The odd thing was that she was often very aware and 
acknow ledging of what was happening in and around her. She 
was very much with-it in p syche, though in physical and 
geographical matters she was at a loss. For instance, apart from 
many rather random but happy calls on people living in the area 
(including new residents she did not know ) in the early stages, 
when she was still able to walk and wander quite well, more 
often than not she would get lost and into difficulties perhaps 
far afield, but even within the precincts of the garden, getting 
tangled up in undergrowth, brambles, hedges, wire or anything, 
one might have thought, that presented a dismal challenge! Or, 
in the house, I would hear her call for help w hen, for instance, 
having mistaken the door of the tiny broom cupboard for the 27 
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door of the loo, she had entered and shut the door, and found 
herself in the cramped darkness among the brooms without 
knowing how to get out. Eventually she could not feed herself. 
But ,  although when her son visited her from overseas she, sadly, 
did not know him, concerning what was going on between 
people around her, and what they were about , she was often 
disconcertingly aware. Once or twice she engaged with extra­
ordinary purpose, wisdom and control in a conversation on 
some particularly important subject ,  using a form of dream 
language rather than ordinary rational language, which was 
incomprehensible to superficial intelligence but which the other 
person understood and responded to likewise. An interesting 
feature of my mother's speech generally was the oddly apt 
vitality of irrational wording that came to her when the 
customary choice for the meaning she wanted happened not to 
be at the disposal of her ageing brain. The happy and amusing 
alternatives that so often came to her, which one would not 
have found in any dictionary of synonyms, seemed to indicate 
not only her intelligent contact with unconscious depths, but 
also that the vital source of speech is far deeper than rationality 
and than what we usually think of as 'intellect'. 

My mother's awareness was also close to what one might call 
the 'innerness' of the natural world in a way which would be 
empathetic to an ancient theme in the religious tradition of 
many cultures, as for example in Celtic Christianity, or as 
expressed by the fourteenth century Dominican scholar and 
churchman, Meister Eckhart , in his understanding that 'God' is 
'Is-ness'. We were driving one morning through the Thames 
valley, a landscape deeply touched by late spring-scintillating 
river, luscious meadows, mighty trees, blossom-filled hedges, 
and higher up, below intense blue sky and white clouds, the 
darker green of tree-covered skyline and hill slopes. My mother 
gave archaic expression in response to what she registered. She 
said slowly and with great awe: 'How b eautiful, it is . . . It 's 
wonderful . . .  (and after a longer pause) . . .  It's terrifying. ' An 
acquaintance, a medical doctor who considered that he was an 
atheist and was totally sceptical of all religion, said that he 
registered the same sense of awe when mountain climbing with 
his children. Not an uncommon experience, one often sparked 28 
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told me, truly, that she no longer knew how to dress herself. 
She was about eighty-seven then. And so the journey continued 
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speculation, but are based on fact. In my mother's case, I 
believe that the key to what turned out to be a very happy 
period was the soundness of her receptivity and contact with 
Imagination. 

I must emphasize that I speak only of experience with the 
type of dementia suffered by my mother. It is difficult to  de­
fine the type because, I understand that, in the absence of a 
thorough knowledge of causes, no medical clarification has been 
established; and we do not know what it might have developed 
into in other circumstances. I understand, however, that hers 
was typical of a kind much more common than extreme types. 25 



Integrity is the bread we share with him , acknowledging both 
grief and glory in humanity . 

'Do you feel happiness is unlikely in this world?' Larkin was 
asked at the end of one interview. 

'Well,' he replied, 'I think if you're in good health, and have 
enough money , and nothing is bothering you in the foreseeable 
future , that's as much as you can hope for. But "happiness" . . .  
no . If only because you know you are going to die , and the 
people you love are going to die . '  

Larkin died on 2 December 1 985 ,  and it is to be hoped ,  as 
one of his obituary writers did, that he will be blinking his eyes 
on the edge of paradise , still in awkward reverence . 
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off by nature , but an experience which depends perhaps upon 
contact with true Imagination . 

With my 'demented' mother there was this contrast between 
active imaginative resources on the one hand ;  and on the other, 
being at such a loss in the material aspects of physicality . Is it 
fanciful to think that, owing to degeneration of body and brain 
(but to what else?), the energy and patterning of unavailing 
struggle with the physicality which the world presented-those 
purposeful wanderings and challenges to hedges , fences , 
brambles and so on , and her mistaken wanderings in the house­
in part precisely reflected the nature of the true task waiting for 
attention in the other, the 'inner', world? The idea may not be 
so fanciful. It is the type of phenomenon which in very 'sane' 
modes of expression is widespread in the intensely extrovert 
and action-packed world, in respect of which one could equally 
conclude that activity consciously or impulsively directed out­
ward reflects the inner world and its need. In so far as we have 
choice , how deeply do choices made or fallen into , in work , 
profession , cause, or fight ,  tend to reflect for an individual or 
society the unseen inner state , its unresolvedness or polariza­
tion , its intelligent search for peace or its tendency for war? 
How often does the extroverted energy serve its true inner need 
and its resolution? In the disasters of the world ,  how often are 
they the result of impulsive acting out of what is not resolved 
within? 

As my mother gradually lost the energies for wandering and 
so on , she did indeed settle down to a deepening meditative 
way . A transfer of energies from 'outer' to 'inner' had been 
achieved in a way appropriate to her situation. It was not that 
she had not been a reflective person in the course of life . Per­
haps it was that something on-going for her in the midst of life's 
involvements , difficulties and demands now, before death , 
needed greater fulfilment than had been possible in the main­
stream of life. 

Further illustration of the theme may perhaps be drawn from 
cases in which manifestations of dementia are experienced only 
as aberrant and demented .  A journalist's radio programme 
entitled 'Where's the Key? '  which was broadcast in I 977 , des­
cribed the journalist's experience with her own confused 
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mother and the mother's bizarre behaviour. For instance, her 
escapes from their cottage, followed by determined, extensive, 
searching wanderings far round the district and even down a 
busy nearby motorway in drenching rain, and her acceptance of 
lifts offered-to where? To where, it seemed, she was searching. 
And then her repeated and quite desperate questionings when at 
home, the door securely locked, as to the whereabouts of the 
key. These details seem to support the interpretation that part 
of the state of dementia in the elderly may be due to a delay or 
blockage in the channelling of energies towards the sufferer's 
inner need, i.e., unfinished business or incompleteness in the 
journey of life that needs attention before death. It is impos­
sible to say what the course might have been had the very caring 
and loving family of this intelligent old lady been receptive to 
Imagination and its workings in this form rather than sensing 
the dementia as total disaster. It is interesting that in this case 
the journalist's eleven-year-old son was the person best able to 
communicate with his grandmother when she was so seriously 
demented and destructive that she had to be sedated. The 
special quality of relationship that is so often enjoyed between 
the old, even the demented old, and the young must reflect an 
affinity in Imagination which is usually allowed freer play 
during early and late life than in the mainstream of adulthood. 

Since writing the original version of these notes, the book, 
Final G ifts (Hodder and Stoughton, 1992), by Maggie Callanan 
and Patricia Kelley has been published. This is a most welcome 
affirmation of an aspect of the theme suggested above. The 
book describes 'near-death' experiences in normal people of 
varying ages who were lingering in the last stages of terminal 
illness. It describes the 'dream' language, that is, the language of 
Imagination, which they uttered by way of calling attention to 
various elements of unfinished business in their lives, which 
seem to have been holding up the natural course to completion 
of life and peaceful death. Such remarks made by the totally 
sane dying would normally be thought by carers to be due to 
some brief lapse or aberration of mental faculty. Fortunately, 
the two authors, who were nursing sisters specializing in 
terminal illness, came to recognize the validity and meaning of 
what the dying uttered in the course of these incidents. They 
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beauty, light, truth, and his beloved jazz. An example might be 
the concluding stanza of 'High Windows': 

Rather than words comes the thought of high windows: 
The sun-comprehending glass, 
And beyond it, the deep blue air, that shows 
Nothing, and is nowhere, and is endless. 

This representation of liberation which is tied to no place or 
time or activity has an almost transcendental quality to it, 
expressing numinosity and a sense of awe. There is a mystical 
quality to it, a sense of going beyond the self. So, paradoxically, 
a poem which actually explicitly rejects orthodox religion calls 
for neo-religious language to describe its effect. Throughout his 
poetry there is a continuing interest-however agnostic-in the 
nature of human existence. Some argue that there is a side to 
Larkin which reveals a great sensitivity to, and love of, life. 
Roger Day, for instance, identifies what he calls Larkin's 
'secular hymns', such as 'Solar', 'The Trees', and 'To the Sea'. 
Day argues that at the heart of these secular hymns is not just a 
sense of awe but actually one of thankfulness, an awareness of 
the mystery of being. I have here focused on the darker side of 
his poetry, though. In his famous poem, 'Church Going', we 
notice Larkin's high style in the final stanza: 

A serious house on serious earth it is, 
In whose blent air all our compulsions meet, 
Are recognised ,  and robed as destinies. 

Here the dignity of human life is recognized and it is as he 
presents himself here that, I feel, we must leave Larkin: 

... Hatless, I take off 
My cycle-clips in awkward reverence. 

It is a response to life which he does not fully understand, but 
which throws up both pleasure and pain, fun and fear, birth and 
death. On 14 February 1986 the bidding prayer at Larkin's 
memorial service at Westminster Abbey announced that: 

In particular on this day we commemorate with thanksgiving Philip 
Larkin, who, possessing outstanding literary gifts, combined 
distinction with rare humility. We give thanks for his intellectual 
integrity which would not allow him to accept the consolations of a 
faith which would have delivered him from a fear of dying, by which 
all his life he was haunted. 
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pessimism, his belief in the absoluteness of human extinction, 
but he may well help us to appreciate that death is a process 
rather than an event, and one that challenges our every thought 
and action. 

Secondly, by way of its unifying nature, theology must take 
note of all human experiences and this must include all those 
acutely perceived and described by Larkin. He is popular 
exactly because so many people recognize the things he is 
talking about, and though we may find it frightening and 
depressing, it is such recognition that is the first step to 
salvation. However, we may find it equally refreshing and a 
relief to hear them spoken of. In the same way that theology 
must attend to and be prepared to analyze political and 
economic developments, scientific and philosophical theory, 
communal and religious practices, works of art and literature, so 
must it attend to everyday personal and social existence. All 
these contribute to the stuff of human existence and must be 
brought under the revelatory light. Christians need to be better 
acquainted with ordinariness, the unmiracluous and the boring. 
What is theology to make of melancholy and ennui anyway? 
Can we not find God in the ordinary and dull as well as in the 
extra-ordinary? 

Of course, Larkin's awareness of time passing, transcience 
and inevitable loss should not shock those of us who read 
Scripture. Such themes are constantly appearing in the Wisdom 
literature and in the Psalms, where we can read that man is 'but 
a thing of naught; his time passeth away like a shadow'. In his 
poem 'Here', Larkin notes that 'Loneliness clarifies', and his 
clarity of vision is such that we can learn from him. We must 
not be lulled into a pretence that feelings of despair, loneliness 
and fear of death do not exist. As the tribute in The Modern 
Churchman stated: 

He surely achieved an exemplary realism, for nothing in life is 
permanent or secure. All that we value most will pass from us and this 
is why our wilderness becomes in time the place of temptation. We are 
tempted to deny its character, to escape its limits, to become 
faithless. 5 

But I have not given you a complete picture of Larkin's 
poetry. There are other themes to be found, such as love, 
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recognized the need to respond in all seriousness and to set in 
motion whatever, by interpretation, they understood the 
remarks to refer to: practical measures to be taken; needs to be 
met in human relationships; reassurance concerning the passage 
into death; and so on. Invariably, when the need expressed by 
Imagination had been met, the patient was able peacefully to 
leave this life rather than drag on in physical sickness. The 
surfacing dream language expressed what the conscious per­
sonality of the patient was not aware of or was not able to 
express, and yet to which it was open and wanted to attend. 
But the healing process was dependent initially upon the carer's 
intelligent recognition of, and response to, what was happening. 

To return to my mother: by the time she was spending most 
of the day in bed or on the sofa she would sit quietly for hours, 
and if I asked her if she was OK she would say, 'Yes. I'm j ust 
thinking. ' Often, some time later, she would come out with an 
insight about the past, stating how she had realized she had not 
acted wisely or as helpfully as she intended, or whatever. During 
the whole decade these quiet serious times were interspersed 
with much humour, and a quaint mischievousness .  These and 
various other traits, together with her meditative way, seem to 
me to indicate how much during this period she was, in her own 
way and in relation to her own needs, in exceptionally lively 
touch with soul and psyche and Imagination, perhaps one might 
even say with Spirit. 

An interesting feature of psychic transition over the decade 
was that her stories changed in character. The change was by 
way of a j ourney to and then beyond childhood to the arche­
typal, and beyond this towards the Unknown. Early in the 
197 0s her stories were factual, recalling her childhood and 
family and adolescence onwards. There was strong factual 
centring round my father, who died in 1961, when she spoke of 
the years leading up to and after their marriage. There was, as 
well, a concentration on siblings and other relations, and, to a 
lesser extent, on her own children and their families, and 
various other real people who had had a significant role in her 
earlier life. When the stories became less factual, the real people 
were less and less in them, with the exception of my father, and 
less often my second brother who lived in this country. 
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As the real people dropped out of her stories they became 
more exclusively imaginative and archetypal. During the early 
period when I was able to leave her by herself for a while, she 
would often speak of imagined people on my return, and more 
often than not of my father, who, she said, had visited her while 
I was out. Six months or so before the end of her life the stories 
became almost purely archetypal, but still occasionally my 
father came into them. Nearer to the end they ceased 
altogether. Naturally my father was very close to my mother in 
her memory. But the important role he played for her in the 
evolv ing course of Imagination during these years has, I believe, 
very great significance beyond memory. 

Through this whole decade the stories were related in an 
evolving flow and resolution. As well as stories, she would make 
short fey remarks. Usually these were preceded by a graceful 
yawn and a strange increase in youthfulness in looks and colour. 
They often contained knowledge or wisdom of some kind, if 
one could read it. 

Typical perhaps of situations in many families, the preceding 
years had contained difficult problems which still continued. It 
was evident from my mother's remarks that in the course of her 
inner resolvings during this decade of 'senility' she developed 
new insight into the nature of these difficu lties and responsi­
bility towards them. All things considered, the decade was, 
unexpectedly, a very happy time, a time of great gratitude for 
her 'soul work'. In the course of it, for all the senility and 
dementia, there was great and varied resolution, and a lot of 
fun. My mother was released from puzzles, regrets and 
anxieties. She gained so much calm and a poli sh to wisdom. 
Then, towards the end, when physical aspects such as eyesight, 
walking and incontinence, were increasingly difficult and she 
was sadder, she often said, 'I don't like this life'. And one 
morning in the summer of 1980 when I was busy doing 
washing , I looked into the sitting- room to ask if she were 
comfortable. She replied, 'No. I'm preparing for tomorrow'. I 
half wondered at this. A few weeks later she developed 
pneumonia and died very peacefully a month after that. 

There seems to me to be good reason to think that the hope­
ful path my mother was able to take was not just owing to an 

32 

Modern Churchman, even paid him tribute by publishing a four­
page 'In Memoriam', written by a theological college tutor in 
Christian Ethics.4 Larkin cannot be claimed to be Christian nor 
religious. In fact, he is very scathing about religion, calling it in 
'Aubade', 

That vast moth-eaten musical brocade 
Created to pretend we never die, 

and in another poem, 'Vers de Societe', pronouncing 
. . .  No one now 
Believes the hermit with his gown and dish 
Talking to God (who's gone too). 

What will our response be to this poetry of depression, death­
emphasis and asserted meaninglessness? Is Larkin beyond the 
Church's pale? 

The first thing to say is that Larkin's death motif is actually 
within quite a solid Christian tradition. Early in 1992 I went to 
an exhibition at the Victoria and Albert Museum entitled, 'The 
Art of Death: Objects from the English Death Ritual, 1500-
1800 '. The introduction to the exhibition read: 

Death today is rarely discussed openly, euphemisms are employed to 
avoid even the use of the word, and brief, sometimes reclusive, rituals 
mark the moment of death. Yet our ancestors' response to death was 
quite different, surrounding themselves with objects and artefacts to 
remind themselves of their own mortality. They also reacted energeti­
cally to the prospect of death, striving to retain a memory of friends 
and relatives who had died. 

This must be true. Apart from such things as the emergence of 
AIDS and the development of the Hospice movement, death is 
not on the late-twentieth-century agenda very much. Death 
seems to be to us  what sex was to the Victorians. Could we, 
then, welcome Larkin as a contemporary memento mori figure, 
someone who confronts us with our mortality and the necessity 
of appropriating this knowledge within our lifestyle? Compare 
the adage found on many antiques, 'Remember thy end, repent 
and amend', with Larkin's poem, 'The Mower', which ends: 

. .. we should be careful 
Of each other, we should be kind 
While there is still time. 

It may well be that we shall differ from Larkin in his final 
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selves. Again and again Larkin's poems open out into realization 
of these saddening or frightening perspectives, abolishing any 
sense of firmness or trust in the present moment by revealing it 
to be surrounded by illusion, instability or vacancy. Death, for 
Larkin, is dissolution, oblivion and emptiness, as he describes in 
'The Old Fools'. 

Other Larkin themes include decay, meaninglessness, loneli­
ness and deprivation. 'Deprivation is for me,' he once said, 
'what daffodils were for Wordsworth'. 3 Much of his poetry con­
cerns itself with the 'solving emptiness that lies just under all we 
do' ( 'Ambulances'). His poem 'Ignorance' deals with 'knowing 
nothing', never being sure 

Of what is true or right or real, 
But forced to qualify or so I feel, 
Or Well, it does seem so: 
Someone must know. 

In 'I Remember, I Remember' his travelling companion on the 
train which has stopped at Coventry, Larkin's birthplace, says: 
'You look as if you wished the place in Hell ... judging from 
your face', to which Larkin replies : 'Oh well, I suppose it's not 
the place's fault. Nothing, like something, happens anywhere.' 
Larkin seems to relish dullness. And although he once said that 
writing a poem was never a negative but rather a positive thing 
to do, there is a sense in which his poetry is difficult to listen 
to. Can life really be so bad? 'The temptation of all art is to 
console,' commented Bennett in the same programme, but 
Larkin's poems seldom attempt to. 

II 

How then can we read Larkin with the Christian teaching of 
hope in mind? I confess that when I first came across him, I was 
almost clandestine in my enjoyment of his poetry. I thought I 
was somehow denying the vision of life I had accepted by virtue 
of my faith, denying the ultimate hope and belief in grace 
which was central to my world-picture. But the volumes of 
Larkin's poetry are to be found on many vicarage bookshelves 
and in a lot of Christian homes. He does not seem to be seen as 
such a threat as he might. Indeed, he is often admired, quoted 
and praised by church-goers. The theological journal, The 
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unusual cast of character or background , or to a particularly 
mild manifestation of dementia. But that it really was mainly 
enabled by finding communication and active place with the 
energies of 'soul' and Imagination. There is a growing body of 
evidence that supports this view. I have referred to Final Gifts, 
which provides concrete evidence in another type of situation. 
More directly concerning dementia, in particular Alzheimer's 
Disease, research has been carried out using therapy with music, 
as reported in a BBC Radio Four programme on 17 February 
1992. It shows that some aspects of co-Ordination which 
sufferers lose in the course of the disease can be regained 
through the use of music; music touches the system of Imagina­
tion and via that acts to resuscitate the function of the brain. 

After the experience with my mother, and then a short 
period when I was able to work in a local old people's home, it 
seemed certain to me that for the confused and carers alike, 
despite varying degrees of imaginative resource, a seeking for 
awareness and an affirmation and honouring of this other world 
could perhaps generally be very helpful. This other world: not a 
separate realm, but always from birth to death part and parcel 
of life as it is; the ground of life and of soul work which, if 
honoured, may, in terms of Christ's teaching, provide a sound 
bridge to Spirit and to the Image of God within. I use these 
terms in retrospect and without any definitive purpose. At the 
time, as for any experience, response came directly, spontan­
eously. At first, with the onset of my mother's confusion, I was 
dismayed. But I had opportunity to ponder the nature of the 
non-physical manifestations and what was going on there; and 
to see that something unusual had surfaced, even if I couldn't 
exactly understand it. It became possible to deepen the aptness 
and perhaps the wisdom of my ongoing response; and at heart 
to honour the presence of 'the other'. 

One cannot define or prove anything. But one may sense its 
action on a very ordinary level. For however fanciful the idea 
may be thought to be, what actually surfaced in the case of my 
mother was functional. It was healing. It was healing, one might 
say, by the grace of God. I would not doubt that we are within 
something beyond us, at least beyond our knowledge and power 
of description-and it within us. It has been said that to call this 
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something God is what has been d one over millennia, and that 
to call it God is as good as any other naming or idea. I will stay 
with that. 

In the case of dementia, to stay only with rational explana­
tion, expectation, hope or despair, and in the physical world of 
brain and body, and the 'normal' ways of the world , seems to 
destroy the key and to block the way to healing of any kind, 
leaving that other world , whatever it is, the sufferer, and our 
ordinary 'normal' world each in separate isolation, the potential 
linkage refused . The other world gets up to its own stratagems 
with relentless energy without our help; together with the 
sufferer calling unrecognized , unchannelled , for help; disturbing 
and shocking to the sufferer and everyone around, and often 
very destructive. Alternatively, staying only with the normal, 
rational world , may lead to 'second childishness and mere 
oblivion', and the sad vacancy in the faces of old people ranged 
around the walls of communal rooms in old people's homes. A 
vacancy which gives further sad support to the idea that 'none 
of the dementias can be treated '. 

However, the association of 'child ishness' with senile 
dementia in this way denigrates the essential nature of the child , 
as well as the reality of the archetype of the Child and the possi­
bility of healing. Christ d id not say, 'Be childish'. He said that 
unless we become as little children we will likely stay looking 
for signs and will neither hear, nor see, nor find the Kingdom. 
The wise child knows and trusts in that knowing, which is what 
I understood my mother to be d oing when in dementia, even 
more than in earlier life. Alas, more often than not in our 
world , this quality of the child's mind, of the human mind , is 
eventually likely to be sacrificed by education and then by 
adulthood and the demands of the world and its work, such as 
it is. The wisdom of the make-believe of the child's world and 
its source seems not to be worthy of translation into adult life 
except in art form. But in pondering it or in suddenly and 
unexpected ly being moved by it, one may sense that Imagina­
tion and its inspiration are alive , carrying us along throughout 
life and present in our deepest experience, the quality of the 
experience being dependent upon the quality of our openness 
to Imagination. Or maybe we feel it surfacing only occasionally, 
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simple and straightforward. He reacted against the modernists 
such as Eliot, Joyce and Pound , thinking their work inaccessible 
to 'anyone with normal vision'. Instead he preferred poets who, 
like Thomas Hardy, made their work contain 'little in thought 
or reference that needs elucidation' with unambiguous language 
and comprehensible themes. Poetry for Larkin should address 
matters of common concern and should be 'an affair of sanity, 
of seeing things as they are' and the poet should be 'really 
engaged in recreating the familiar'. Simplicity often leads to 
profundity. 

Larkin's mimetic, representational poetry is founded in that 
characteristically English philosophy, empiricism, which bases 
thought and action on observation and experiment, rather than 
on theory or ideas. It is characterized also by subtlety, wit, 
irony and intelligence. His verse has an accessibility due to his 
use of common speech, colloquial vocabulary and easily intellig­
ible syntax. His themes are also accessible. 

When Alan Bennett gave a 'Poetry in Motion' lecture on 
Larkin's work on Channel Four in 1991, he began by saying, 
'Larkin is famous for his fear of death. He is also famous for his 
fear of life. ' Certainly death is a constantly recurring motif. 
Passages such as this one from 'Dockery and Son' are common­
place: 

Life is first boredom, then fear. 
Whether or not we use it, it goes, 
And leaves what something hidden from us chose, 
And age, and then the only end of age.2 

Readers should also look at poems such as 'Aubade' and 
'Nothing To be Said '. Commentators have often made the point 
that Larkin is preoccupied with long perspectives. The first is a 
vision of the ind ividual life and its shape, viewed from some 
point in middle age from which the mind can look back in 
retrospect on youth, with its characteristic feelings and hopes, 
and can also look forward in knowledgeable, disturbed anticipa­
tion to the future and the approach of old age and death. The 
second perspective is a similar one-but larger and more 
scaring-of the living being confronted by the knowledge of 
inevitable death. All life, all experience, is set against an 
imaginative vision of dying and death as experiences in them-
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AWKWARD REVERENCE 
Philip Larkin and Christianity 

MARK OAKLEY 

'WITH OUT PHIL IP LAR KIN ,  twentieth century poetry would have a 
hole in its head and a hole, quite as large, in its heart.' So 
commented John Carey one of the many reviewers of The 
Selected Letters of Philip Larkin, 1940-1985, edited by 
Anthony Thwaite, which was acclaimed by some as the literary 
gem of 1992. It is true that people are very divided in their 
response to Larkin's poetry. Whilst some think him the best 
British poet of this century, others, like Margaret Drabble 
writing in The Independent Weekend Magazine's 'Heroes and 
Villains' column, are willing to name him their 'villain'. Which 
side are we to take, and how are we to read him? 

Larkin was born in Coventry in 1922. He received a scholar­
ship to St John's College, Oxford and afterwards worked in 
various libraries, finally, in 1955, becoming Librarian of the 
Brynmor Jones Library at Hull University, where he remained 
until his death in 1985. His poetic output was modest but 
influential. The Whitsun Weddings (1964) won the Queen's 
Gold Medal and the Arts Council Prize, and High Windows 
(197 4) received the Cholmondeley and Loines awards. He 
published two novels, Jill ( l  946), and A Girl in Winter (1947). 
His great interest in jazz led to many feature articles on the 
subject, a collection of which was published as All That Jazz 
(1970). There are two major interviews published, with the 
Observer and with the Paris Review. His career was not, then, 
particularly distinguished and his life-style rather ordinary. 
Unmarried, middle-class, an academic loner. But that is how he 
liked it. As he told one of his interviewers: 

My life is as simple as I can make it. Work all day, then cook, eat, 
wash up, telephone, hack writing, drink and television in the evenings. 
I almost never go out. I suppose everyone tries to ignore the passing of 
time: some people by doing a lot, being in California one year and 
Japan the next; or there's my war-making every day and every year 
the same. Probably neither works. 
As regards poetry, Larkin asserted that good poetry was also 
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leaving us in long periods of dryness, or even despair, even as 
many of the saints have known. We all know far more than our 
rational upbringing, mental conventions and our adopted adult 
rationality allow us to know. Is it possible to bring forth the 
knowing and the trust of the wise child and to let it live not 
only within the demented elderly but also within us as carers, so 
that there may be healing even from within that state? 

What seems certain is that any healing or amelioration of this 
kind is likely to need the help of carers, as it did in nursing the 
terminally ill, as described in the book Final Gifts. In the case 
of dementia it is as if the rational and physical aspects of being 
have to be cared for and held well by the carer, providing stabil­
ity for the sufferer and so allowing his or her energies to flow in 
good communication with the other world, while still being in 
this one. But if the sufferer's questing journey is to be valid and 
fruitful, it is as if more energy needs to flow also into the life of 
the carer's own knowing and rightly trusting inner child, so 
supporting the sufferer by sharing in that world. In Christian 
terms, one might think of the presence of the Christ Child. 

In the case of dementia, experience and observation suggest 
that if the carer is not with the sufferer in that sense, able to go 
along with and sense something of the nature and the meaning 
of the sufferer's other-world questing, then things may fall 
apart. It seems likely that the 'confused' cannot sustain a 
fruitful flow of energy on their own, and that they are deeply 
affected by the characteristics of the flow of energy from 
carers, whatever its nature. 

Thus, true caring and love may be frustrated by disbelief in 
the reality of what the five or six senses cannot register, and any 
situation of promise, danger, or whatever, may be influenced 
for the worse by a negative or significantly partial attitude 
towards it. Our mother tongue is oddly ill-equipped with words 
which express the particular quality of care and love which may 
be healing to all concerned. But if detachment is to do with 
withdrawal of projections in relationship, then that too is likely 
to be part of the quality needed. Moreover, if in the heart of the 
carer there is an element, perhaps unconscious, of fear or dis­
taste for dementia, and so maybe of rejection or despair, then 
the sufferer will exceptionally vulnerable to such influences. 
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These are examples of the mutuality of life, and of the 
mutual influence of the energy flowing between individuals in 
any situation, for better or for worse, which I suspect occur 
regardless of space. The sufferer really does seem to need the 
wholehearted but wise support and trust of carers, of the kind 
that implies separateness, an honouring of the other person as 
distinct in the Image of God, in a possibly not- so- demented or 
mad journey. In the case of dementia, it is, typically, not just a 
one- way flow, the sufferers mere objects of care. In them, too, 
may be potential gift-to us; that is, their potential for excep­
tionally valid and characteristic contact with Imagination. The 
special place often given in olden times and in some primitive 
societies to the Fool, the Clown, and even to the village idiot, 
and to the elderly and the demented, was predominantly for the 
sake of the society. That is, for the value to the group of their 
being in a world deeper than the 'normal' world, in intermediate 
realms and in depths which, one might say, are not of time and 
space. The potential value of that being to the vitality of culture 
and life as a whole was fully recognized. 

But that is hard to grasp, and the source of compassion and 
healing tends to elude us. It is said that the gates of the original 
Garden, where one- ness and innocence prevailed, are barred to 
us with swords of flame. Perhaps it is that that source is where 
there is resolve of the inevitable and necessary flow of diff eren­
tiation which we reflect in all the polarities we experience and 
hang on to, as well as those we don't see: North, South, East, 
West; left, right; black, white; heart, head; feminine, masculine; 
body, spirit, and so on and so forth. 

Christ's promise is that when two or three are gathered to­
gether in his name, then he will be there. To be with dementia 
in any other way may give place to the logical medical con­
clusion that 'none of the dementias can be treated'. There are 
many names in which people can gather, especially in large 
numbers. The world's names are usually those of polarization. 

As for any social problem, it seems that polarization of 
stance towards this particular individual and social problem, 
perceiving and assessing senile dementia merely in its apparently 
obvious physical origins and manifestations, is as adverse in its 
consequences in a very practical sense as it is in a much more 
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existed but had been overlooked. In fact, there have been many 
fewer depictions than I imagined. Must we then conclude that 
the men of the period knew that words were a way of ordering 
and subduing the world; that, in some sense, written words 
make the world in their own image; and that it was too 
dangerous for this power to fall into unauthorized and uncon­
trollable hands? Perhaps. But why might women wish not to 
write? Obviously, they had other things to do with their time, 
both work and leisure. Writing is an essentially solitary pursuit: 
even if it is done in company with others it is best done in 
silence and concentration. But needlework, making vestments 
and weaving tapestries are much more social and co- operative 
activities. Perhaps the more laterally orientated and networking 
nature of women makes them prefer more social work, so that 
even women who do write or compose tend to do so in groups 
where they can discuss experience and receive support. 

What is crucial about these briefly described images of 
women writing is their peculiarity, by which I mean that, unlike 
those of writing men, they are not a constant, repeated illus­
tration of the text in manuscripts at expected points, but one­
offs, the unusual. We may find more writing women than I have 
so far, but they will appear with the unexpected grace of a bird 
of paradise on a grey winter day, straying visitors rather than 
women in their own element. 

Lesley Smith is a Lecturer in Medieval History at Linacre 
College, in the University of Oxford. This article is the 
substance of a talk, illustrated with slides, given at Fairacres in 
July 1992. 
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people of  high standing, writers were servants to those who 
wanted books. In her widowhood, she was reduced to writing 
for a living. 

Scribal Portraits 

In considering a woman author and the general lack of  
recognition of  women as writers and scribes, we must not  forget 
that when we see Christian male authors portrayed as scribes, 
we are really seeing a shorthand representation of  the process of  
compo sition and publication, rather than the visual truth. 
Again, the issue is authority: nothing stands between the 
writer's inspiration and the words in front of the reader. 

Even without the ubiquitous portraits of  evangelists, we still 
have many more depictions of male scribes than female. I have 
not found any small portraits of writing nuns in initials, or  self­
portraits of  women writing drawn in manuscripts, in the way 
that there are so many dozens of men. In an Oxford manuscript 
of  Jerome's commentary on Isaiah, Hugo, 'pictor', the scribe­
illustrator, has painted Isaiah, Jerome, and himself. His portrait 
of Jerome is virtually identical with his self-portrait. This may 
provide an insight into why men rather than women draw them­
selves into manuscripts. I am anxious to avoid any amateur 
psychology about the likelihood of  each sex to advertize itself. I 
have found some female scribal self-portraits, but they do not 
depict themselves actually writing. But contrast Eadwine's 
famous 'I am the prince of  scribes' with 'Guda, a sinner, a 
woman, wrote and decorated this boo k'. 

The similarity o f  Hugo's self-portrait to his portrait of  
Jerome suggests that male scribes had easily accepted models, 
and that they and their readers were simply used to seeing men 
depicted writing. They could recognize  their situation in that of  
the evangelists and doctors. Women had, literally, no such 
models. A manuscript of  the prose Tristan shows Iseult dic­
tating a letter to Tristan via a scribe, but the text specifically 
mentions her writing the letter with her own hand. Could the 
illustrator not co nceive of a queen writing fo r herself? Was it 
not the sort of  thing that a queen should do? 

When I first began this study I expected to find that depic­
tions of  women writing had simply been ignored: that they 16  

vivid way in the world's expanding insurmountable problems of  
strife. The waters of  life dry up. Whereas to try to sense and 
hold the poles, in the case of  senile dementia especially to sense 
the workings of  body/soul/ spirit, may be the beginning of  
getting in touch with true Imagination, compassion and healing. 
To accept being carer in all practical details, and in this way, 
may stretch the entirety of  one's limited resources towards 
breaking point. But the waters of  life are said to be limitless. 
One drop may save the situation. In many of  the circumstances 
of  our times, the idea of  acceptance, even gratitude, towards 
what life presents may seem like mockery.* Except that there is 
likely to be more mockery of  humanity and of  God, and more 
suffering, in alternatives. 

In reflecting on senile dementia, the teachings o f  Meister 
Eckhart again come to mind. He distinguishes between physical 
and spiritual reality, describing them in Sermon 14a ( 16a) as the 
difference between being 'on the wall' and 'in the wall' -which 
sounds crazy enough, especially if one is being driven up the 
wall as carer! And yet on second thoughts, in a very ordinary 
humble way, in a simple spirit in Christ (or in whoever one's 
good Teacher is) that distinction does have resonance with the 
nature of  the situation o n a human level, that is, the relation­
ship o f  sufferer and carer and the sufferer's need for balanced 
support in reaching out to a po le of which we are less aware. 

There is resonance also from Meister Eckhart's sense of  God 
as Is-ness. When the physicality of being incarnate by means of  
body and brain is disintegrating, though they still function as 
vehicle, is it po ssible to find a reflection of  Is-ness-and so 
healing and resolution-present within the 'confusion', a light 
and pearl of  great price enfolded there? * This theme is explored by Brother David Steindl Rast in Gratitude the Heart of 

Prayer. Paulist Press, New Jersey, USA, 1 984. ISBN O 8091 2628 1 .  
Vivien Piercy is  a retired research worker and lecturer in 
political economy and industrial economics. 37 



The Glastonbury Ikon of St Dunstan 

Remember, I beg you, merciful Christ, to protect Dunstan, 
and do not permit the storms of the underworld to swallow me up . 

(St Dunstan 's prayer, from his Classbook) 
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another famous woman writer who closely supervised the 
production of her own works, Christine de Pisan. Christine' s 
story, her widowhood and successful writing and publishing 
business, is well-known. She was forced into the trade to 
support herself and her family. She was a hands-on boss: about 
sixty manuscripts of her work exist. The same image of  
Christine writing is found in a number of  her books, which 
reinforces the notion of  an iconographical model of  a scribe. 
The depictions of  her are almost exactly alike. Alone in her 
room (except, perhaps, for her dog) , she is seated facing 
towards the right, writing in a ruled codex at a cloth- covered 
table or  desk. She has a pen, penknife, and an open penbox. She 
is right-handed. 

This flush of  depictions of a woman writing appears to be 
unique. I t  reminds us of four points: firstly, that Christine is 
writing secular works, not religious ones; secondly, that she 
oversaw the illustrations herself (indeed, we know that fo r some 
work she employed a woman illustrator, Anastasia) ; thirdly, 
that she may have realized the oddity value of  such books 
written by a woman and advertized them as such; and finally, 
that being secure enough in her career and place in society, she 
was proud to proclaim her status and herself. 

In  13 7 5, when she was eleven years o ld, Boccaccio wrote his 
Book of Famous Women, a series of  lives of  extraordinary 
women from classical times. It was translated into French in 
1401 when she was working. As Millard Meiss has said: 

Christine's own literary life was certainly facilitated by Boccaccio's 
treatise. Among career women included in it were the Sibyls and 
several writers . . . .  Their example sanctioned Christine's unprecedented 
career. We will not underestimate the novelty of her life and her work 
if we recall that in 1 52 1  Pepwell, the English translator of her Cite de 
Dames, said in his prologue that he liked the book but he hesitated to 
print it because of its unconventional estimates of women. 

Only in Christine' s Ep istre d'Othea can we see a woman, lo ,  
directing a scripto rium of men. Her own life provided her with 
the model. 

Christine tells us that she came to enjoy her work and her 
independence; but we should be careful of thinking her writing 
career a kind of  romantic success sto ry. Far from being of 
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dedicated to female community life and education. Although 
they were learned, it seems that the Helfta nuns did not turn to 
writing until the Beguine, Mechtild of Magdeburg came to live 
with them in 12 7 0, when she was around sixty years old. At 
this point Gertrude had been  Abbess for nineteen years, and 
within the community were the two other Sisters who were to 
become famous, Gertrude the Great and Mechtild of Hacke born 

An important factor in the literary output of Helfta is the 
'role model' for writing that the presence of Mechtild of 
Magdeburg, already a writer of some repute and authority, 
brought with her. But a crucial question in women's writing 
must also be publication, in the widest sense of simply getting 
the work to any audience outside their own restricted circle . 
This is interestingly reflected in the portraits of St Bridget of 
Sweden, the only female saint I have found who is consistently 
depicted writing. 

Bridget was born in 13 02 .  By divine revelation she received a 
rule of religious life. The Pope, Urban V, agreed to her founding 
two monasteries, following not her own Rule but the Rule of St 
Augustine . During her life, Bridget was served by four male 
secretary- confessors who took down her Book of Heavenly 
Revelations. Alphonso, the last, had a number of luxury 
illustrated copies of her work made very soon after her death, in 
order to provide evidence-indeed the chief evidence-for her 
canonization. He succeeded: she was made a saint in 13 91. 

The Revelations manuscripts contain almost- identical cycles 
of pictures, 'the purpose of which is not so much to illustrate 
the text as to substantiate its divine inspiration'. Bridget is 
commonly seen at her writing desk, receiving the revelations 
from heaven. Even when she is not actually writing, the writing 
de sk, empty but pregnant with possibilities of heavenly 
messages, is shown in the pictures. Once again, the emphasis is 
on the direct recording of the word of God. The pictures re­
inforce the authority of Bridget as a writer at God's command. 

Christine de Pisan 
But the Bridget manuscripts were produced at the behest of a 

man. For author portraits where the woman herself was instru­
mental in deciding the image projected, we must compare 
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AN IMAGE RESTORED 

DOUGLAS DALES 

On Sunday, July 4th, the Bishop of Bath and Wells dedicated 
the chapel of the Abbey House, Glastonbury, to St Dunstan, 
the first such dedication there since the Reformation. He also 
blessed an icon of the saint painted by a young monk of the 
newly restored Monastery of the Caves, or Pechersk Lavra, in 
Kiev, in the Ukraine. Christianity came to Kiev in 988, the year 
of Dunstan's death, and from the e leventh century this became 
the most influential monastery in the Russian church. It was 
restored to the church in 1 988 for the Millennium of 
Christianity in Russia, also the millennium of St Dunstan. 

St Dunstan lived between 909 and 988; he was born near 
Glastonbury and grew up there, becoming its Abbot in 942 .  He 
reformed and developed the ancient monastery along Benedic­
tine lines as a major spiritual, cultural and educational centre . 
He became Archbishop of Canterbury in 960 and on his death 
was acclaimed a saint. St Dunstan lived and died before the 
division of the Church; this icon is, therefore, a focus of united 
Christian devotion. It is also a symbol of reconciliation between 
East and West after the ending of the Cold War. 

The icon portrays Dunstan as a bishop, wearing the pallium 
of the archbishops of Canterbury, and holding a jewelled gospel­
book. He is robed in white against a gold background, with an 
engraved halo. The hand of Christ points to him from the top 
left corner, signifying his contemplative visions. Based on two 
manuscript pictures of the saint, and the testimonies of contem­
poraries to his character, the face conveys the strength of a ruler 
with the sensitivity of an artist and musician, as well as the 
experience of a pastor and teacher and man of prayer. 

There is a world-wide fellowship of churches and schools 
under the patronage of St Dunstan in both the Roman and 
Anglican communions, and it is intended that high-quality 
reproductions of this icon be available for their use. Copies are 
also obtainable in mounted icon form from: 

The Warden, the Abbey House, 
Chilkwell Street, Glastonbury, BA6 8DH. 
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BOOKS 

THE ROOTS OF CHRISTIAN MYSTICISM, Text and 
Commentary by Olivier Clement. New City, 1993 , £14. 95. 

There are some books so good that all one wants to say is: go 
out, buy it and read it-it is marvellous! And so it is with this 
fine translation of Olivier Clement' s introduction to patristic 
theology, for that is what it is; only it is patristic theology 
understood as the Fathers themselves understood it, as a leading 
into contemplation of the mystery of God in prayer. It is a 
quite remarkable book, like nothing else I know. It is subtitled 
'Text and Commentary' (Texts would be more accurate: that is 
what the French has), and is, in fact, a carefully selected antho­
logy of patristic texts, many quite substantial, set in a running 
commentary by Olivier Clement. 

Clement, as most readers of the Chronicle will know, is 
perhaps the foremost French Orthodox lay theologian, con­
verted from atheism to Christianity in its Orthodox form by 
Vladimir Lossky. He is an extremely prolific writer, but little is 
available in English apart from his remarkable book on 
Solzhenitsyn. This is partly because, while deeply Orthodox, he 
is also profoundly French: it is a great tribute to his translator, 
the Cistercian monk, Fr Theodore Berkeley, that this book 
reads so well in English. The word 'mysticism' in the title is 
misleading, unless one recalls what it meant to Clement' s 
mentor, Vladimir Lossky: there is nothing here of a mysticism 
that transcends creeds and dogmas. 

The first part of the book is an exposition of the mystery of 
God the Trinity, manifest in the Incarnation b f  the Son of God, 
and experienced as men and women fulfil their vocation of 
being created in God' s image and likeness. It is an ecumenical 
presentation of these fundamental mysteries: St Augustine is 
the first of the Fathers to be cited (though with hardly 
suppressed misgivings) and Clement is at pains to trace the 
mystery of the Trinity in a way that transcends the quarrel over 
the filioq ue. The second part is about how we come to know 
and live the divine life thus revealed to us: it is on the sacramen­
tal life of the Church and on Christian asceticism. Clement' s 
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scribal portrait, that of the twelfth-century abbess, Hildegard of 
Bingen. In the glorious illustrations from her Sciv ias, Hildegard 
appears both in the usual place for a male author portrait and as 
a tiny writing figure outside the main picture, observing and 
recording the visions. Her appearance outside the frame is often 
overlooked in reproductions from Sciv ias, but I would say it is 
an important sign of her control and influence. In the author 
portrait, Hildegard is dictating to her scribe, Volmar. They 
occupy separate rooms, although Volmar leans, curious and 
slightly in awe, into Hildegard' s space. The rays of the Holy 
Spirit beam downward onto her head-and only onto her head. 
Volmar is definitely not included in this divine inspiration. She 
writes on wax tablets, making notes of the visions either as or 
shortly after they come to her. She dictates the text from these 
to Volmar, who holds a book. 

In the tiny out-of-frame portraits, we see Hildegard alone, 
with the same wax tablets, linking the visions to the subsequent 
dictation and vice versa. The direct l ine between the Holy Spirit 
and the text in front of the reader is expressed and emphasized 
in every illustration. 

We have here an almost direct parallel between Hildegard' s 
author portrait and an evangelist' s portrait, with the pictorial 
emphasis on the direct recording of a revelation of God. In both 
cases, the human author acts in the manner of a mere corporeal 
channel through which the spiritual message can flow. But 
Hildegard was an extraordinary woman as we have increasingly 
come to appreciate, not only in the quality and range of her 
mind and religious experience, but also in her temporal power. 
She was a woman of strength in a situation sufficiently isolated 
to amplify her position. Hildegard had been brought up in the 
religious life, and her history suggests that women whose lives 
had been confined to the cloister had absorbed fewer of the 
outside world' s expectations of their inferiority to men. 

The thirteen century produced a flowering of women' s 
mystical writing, especially from the convent of Helfta in 
Germany under the forty-year rule of Abbess Gertrude of 
Hackeborn. However, I have yet to find a depiction of one of 
the nuns writing. The Helfta example is instructive. Gertrude 
became Abbess there at the age of nineteen, a career nun, 1 3  



19th c. copy, in Heidelberg University Library, of an original MS now lost. 

Hildegard of Bingen and Volmar 

1 2  

presentation is  b oth deeply traditional, and fresh and b racing. 
Everything we thought we knew we can recognize here :  the first 
stage of Evagrius' threefold understanding of the Christian 
life-the struggle with desires and passions, the pursuit of 
serenity (ap atheia) . But Clement's commentary makes it vivid: 

The purpose of ascesis is thus to divest oneself of surplus weight, of 
spiritual fat. It is to dissolve in the waters of baptism, in the water of 
tears, all the harshness of the heart, so that it may become an antenna 
of infinite sensitivity, infinitely vulnerable to the beauty of the world, 
and to the sufferings of human beings, and to God who is Love, who 
has conquered by the wood of the cross. (p.3 1 )  

Part three is entitled 'Approaches to Contemplation', and 
leads one through prayer to an openness to the glory of God 
revealed in creatures, and beyond that to a plunging into the 
darkness of God in which one is drawn out of oneself and into 
God in deification. The final chapter is called 'The Difficult 
Love', paying homage to the great Jewish philosopher, 
Emmanuel Levinas,  with an allusion to the title of his b ook on 
the prob lems of being a Jew today, called Difficile liberte . For, 
as Clement puts it, 'spiritual progress has no other  test in the 
end, nor any better expression, than our ability to love' (p.2 7 0) .  
One is not surprised that here Clement quotes from St John of 
the Cross, though one is surprised that the quotation is so 
mangled (p.2 74) .  

This is a b ook to read and ponder. You will b e  introduced to, 
or renew your acquaintance with, many of the Fathers.  In the 
dogmatic and sacramental sections Clement's favourites are the 
Cappadocian Fathers ,  Denys the Areopagite, Cyril. Elsewhere 
the monastic tradition comes to the fore : the Desert Fathers ,  
Cassian, Benedict, John Climacus, Maximus, and-clearly a great 
favourite-St Isaac the Syrian. The translation reads very well, 
and one has only a few quibbles: for example, 'mystique de 
l'essence', Lossky's term for Eckhartian mysticism, does not 
mean what 'essential mysticism' conveys; 'mysticism of being' 
would be a better translation. But the English reader is poorly 
served by the way this b ook has been edited. A long appendix 
of nearly one hundred pages introduces the Fathers Clement has 
cited and suggests further  reading. All that has been done for 
the English edition is to cut some of the French translations 
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referred to and very occasionally to suggest English versions. In 
fact, there are lots of English translations that could have been 
cited: a few hours' editorial work would have made this book as 
useful to the English reader as the original is to the French 
reader, as an introduction to the Fathers. It is a pity this 
opportunity has been missed. 

But it would be wrong to end on a negative note. This book 
is quite wonderful: go out and buy it, and take years reading 
and re- reading it! 

ANDREW LOUTH 

THE WILDERNESS OF GOD by Andrew Louth. Darton, 
Longman and Todd, 1991, £8.95. 

The hermit is not alone for his own sake. As Andrew Louth 
makes clear in this book, he or she enters into the broken state 
of humanity not from outside but from within it, holding it 
close to God's healing presence. Based on Christ's reconciliation 
of all things, the hermit's consciousness is at once individual and 
total. Thus the eremitical life has important implications for the 
mystery of unity. Some members of the Church have found the 
desert to be the place of their vocation for the whole Church­
indeed for the whole world, and all of God's creation. This is a 
truth which needs continual reiteration: the paradox that the 
most solitary person can in fact be the one most conscious of 
union with the whole. 

Each chapter of The Wilderness of God explores a different 
aspect of the way in which the desert vocation has been lived. 
Fundamental principles are considered; the treatment is experi­
ential and diversified. It is a book that has valuable insights to 
impart, especially to our contemporary world. 

The first chapter is concerned with Charles de Foucauld. His 
'desert' consisted, say s Louth, not only in pursuing a very 
simple, frugal lifestyle, but also in the relinquishment of human 
society. Not that he was anti-human; it was a question of 
priorities. His aim was a reconstitution of society ,  and this can 
only be realized if God is the first priority. It necessitates the 
relinquishment of human attempts to fashion and control our 42 

presence of a book, especially a Bible, may be a symbol of 
authority; often, indeed, it is a symbol of Christ, the Word of 
God, appearing in key places in the Marian story,  reminding us 
of the Christ to come, and enhancing the authority of the 
Mother- to-be of God. 

Educated daughters of wealthier families appear to have been 
taught reading and a little Latin, in just the same way as were 
the sons. Even if they knew no Latin, the inability to compose 
in or understand a language would not preclude women from 
acting as scribes. Manuscripts show us that some male scribes 
had no idea what they were copying, as we can see from the 
mistakes they made; moreover, copying by an ignorant scribe 
might be j ust as good as by a knowledgeable one, because he 
would faithfully reproduce what he saw rather than try to 
amend to what he thought ought to be there. 

Perhaps women did not need books and w riting? Hardly! 
Women could be members of guilds and might take over 
businesses originally owned by father or husband. Common 
sense tells us that any streetwise business woman (surely as 
many in the M iddle Ages as today) would be able to count, 
read, w rite, and collect debts just as ably as her male 
counterpart. The canny housew ife, too, had skills. The famous 
book of the Goodman of Paris (c . 13 93 )  was written for his wife 
to read. One of the instructions, in the section on 'Medicine to 
cure the bite of a dog or other wild beast', runs: 'Take a crust of 
bread and write what follows . . .  '. So women could write what 
they needed for everyday affairs. 

Again, women in the religious life needed books. Women, like 
men, followed the Benedictine Rule, which presupposes that 
the monastics will have books for liturgy, for devotional reading 
and for study. Many of these they made themselves. We know 
that some convents had libraries of considerable size. Some 
nuns certainly acted as scribes, and probably made some of 
their own service and library books. We need more research into 
this aspect of medieval life. 

Saintly Women Scribes 
But let us turn to the w riting women themselves, and to 

perhaps the most famous medieval female, religious author/ 1 1  



SCRIBA, FEMINA 
MEDIEVAL DEPICTIONS O F  W O M EN WRITING 

LESLEY SMITH 

A F R IE N D  who was giving a talk on pictures of male scribes 
asked if I would contribute a few minutes on depictions of 
women writing. We hoped both to compare the sorts of writing 
posture, instruments shown and general setting, and to distin­
guish between eastern and western depictions of scribes of both 
sexes. We were both surprised at how little I could find. 

To begin at the end: as far as I have been able to discover, 
there are very few depictions of women writing in the Middle 
Ages. Well, you may say, there are very few depictions of 
women as blacksmiths in the Middle Ages. True ; but that 
argument begs two questions: firstly, we know that women, 
especially nuns, did write and copy books. Secondly, writing 
would seem to be a task particularly suited to women, requiring 
no great physical hardship (pace disgruntled clerical scribes' 
complaints), but rather care, neatness, manual dexterity, and 
concentration. Just as, today, women workers are preferred to 
men in factories assembling printed electronic circuits, so one 
would think that these same skills of hand-eye co-ordination 
and application would lend themselves to copying manuscripts. 
If women do not appear as scribes in representations of writing, 
then we must ask ourselves why. 

The Need to Write 
In the Middle Ages we can make a valid distinction between 

reading and writing. Representations of women reading are 
relatively common; in particular, we may usefully trace the 
presence of books and reading in depictions of the life of Mary. 
Books, and Mary reading them, appear, often rather incongru­
ously, in all the crucial scenes of her life. Space forces me, 
regretfully, to ignore these fascinating and lovely images. I must 
simply note two points: firstly, that this distinction between 
reading and writing, which we have mostly lost, was valid in the 
Middle Ages, perhaps because of the distinction between being 
able to read one's own spoken tongue and Latin. Secondly, the 10  

society, their renunciation releasing the power of God. Louth 
develops the theme in relation to de Foucauld and his director, 
the Abbe Huvelin, in interesting ways, especially concerning 
obedience. Both men lived open to the Holy Spirit, but in ways 
not confined to conventional interpretations. It was a mutual 
reciprocity. 

Chapter six, 'The Devils of Loudun and Pere Surin', is of 
special importance. It is not often that the subject of exorcism 
and the exorcist is mentioned in books. It is usually avoided as a 
subject unwise, and even dangerous, to tackle. Pere Surin was a 
young French Jesuit in the l 630's who became an exorcist at 
great personal cost to himself. He was in contact with some 
Ursuline nuns afflicted by onslaughts of the devil, and for a 
period he became himself insane. His experience presents us 
with a desert no one would seek, but to which some find them­
selves condemned. An interior desert , a place of desolation, and 
for Phe Surin , years of insanity. Yet through God's healing 
grace he gradually recovered. Indeed, he became a Desert Father 
whose life bore fruit especially through his ministry of spiritual 
direction. In his advice to one of the nuns of the Carmel at 
Bordeaux, he says that people must learn 

to make the tumult of their own needs and operations to cease ... so 
as to be more submissive to the leading of the Holy Spirit and to give 
Him the freedom to dispose of them as He will. For this divine Spirit 
is only ever pleased when He does in the soul what He wills ; and for 
that, the soul must abandon itself wholly to Him, whether to act or to 
suffer, according to His holy will. (p. 1 1 9) 

Here is a director in accord with St John of the Cross and St 
Teresa, who have been considered in the previous chapter. 

Surin concludes, 'Here is what the silence of the divine desert 
properly consists of: the soul, recollected and tranquil, lets God 
act, without disturbing the divine operation by the tumult of its 
own activity' (ibid.). 'Not indifference,' comments Louth, 'but 
freedom from attachment.' So this chapter reveals something of 
the cost and dangers of a life that gives itself to the encounter 
with evil for the sake of others. His relations with the Ursulines 
and the Carmelites assisted him in gaining freedom of spirit and 
wisdom of discernment, together with a spirit of warmth and 
gentleness, as he describes his experience of the Holy Spirit. 43 



Another important chapter considers Solzhenitsyn and Gula g 
Archipela go, an aspect of the Russian Desert. Louth points out 
that the indescribable courage of those who survived does not 
alter the fact that the Gulag destroyed people, crippling them 
emotionally. But it does show that as the Gulag reduced human 
beings to rock bottom, in some it revealed a place 'beyond 
despair', revealed a humanity reborn beyond death. For some it 
could be a desert that became the threshold of paradise. The 
lessons discovered by those who perceived this were the lessons 
of those who voluntarily sought the desert as a place where God 
could be found; or of those who learnt to endure the desert of 
inner desolation and draw from that experience fruits they 
could transmit to others. In Solzhenitsyn's account of the Gulag 
'he is conscious that there is so much he must simply put down 
for posterity, so that it is never forgotten.' 

Chapter eight discusses the work of T.S. Eliot, beginning with 
a consideration of 'The Waste Land'. In this poem Eliot 
succeeded in capturing a sense of desolation and meaningless­
ness from which he (and our world) has suffered. Kathleen 
Raine, quoted by Louth, writing in The Composition of the 
Four Quartets, states how 

we recognized, as he created the images, the world of our own experi­
ence. Eliot, we recognized, was the poet who had taken upon himself 
the burden of experiencing the world for his generation ... it is not 
every poet who has taken it upon himself to experience and transmute 
such a great weight of human life and suffering; or who has found 
himself compelled to be the prophet of truths so terrible. (p.144) 
Commenting on this passage Louth adds that 'for Raine, the 

poetic vocation is one of " substitution and exchange" that 
bears its own fruit.' 'Argument and propaganda meant little to 
Eliot (his own faith embraced a profound scepticism) , what 
carries conviction is the quality of a life' (p. 151 ). In a broadcast 
talk about Charles de Foucauld, Eliot himself affirmed ' the 
mysterious power of holiness, which is the power of God. ' So 
Eliot found inspiring the life of one who recognized that he was 
not primarily to convert by teaching, but to live alone among 
the Tuaregs as a Christian, We know that de Foucauld's spiritu­
ality has been, and is, universally fruitful in a wide variety of 
ways and interpretations. 
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the Church as the Body of Christ, in which the saints and angels 
are not far off and distant from those Christians still on earth, 
but in some way nearer and dearer for their closeness to Christ 
in death. It is this sense of the abiding bond of love between all 
which is perhaps the best gift of Bede to his fellow-Christians in 
his understanding of the dedication of a church: 

The house of God which King Solomon built in Jerusalem was made 
as a figure of the holy universal Church which from the first of the 
elect to the last at the end of the world is daily being built through 
the grace of the King of Peace, namely its redeemer. It is partly in a 
state of pilgrimage from him on earth and partly, having escaped from 
the hardships of its sojourn, already reigns with him in heaven where, 
when the last judgement is over, it is to reign completely with him. To 
this house belong the chosen angels ... the terrestrial temple was a 
figure of us all .,. in some respects it describes the unclouded happi­
ness of the angels in heaven, in others the invincible patience of 
mankind on earth, in others again the help of the angels bestowed on 
mankind and in others again it will show the struggles of mankind 
rewarded by the angels. 

Grant that what we at present venerate with devout faith we may 
contemplate with full vision in the future. This indeed is the only 
health and life of our soul-to discern your countenance in your light 
forever. 

This pap er was first given at Bede House in May 1992, to 
celebrate the Silver Jubilee of its blessing. 
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and let us seek this with unwearied attention that we may be worthy 
to dwell in his house all the days of our life, that is, to be filled with 
the bliss of everlasting life and light. He does not reject or scorn the 
prayer of the poor when we entreat him for what he himself loves, but 
he graciously hearkens and he will grant us to see his good things in 
the land of the living. 

For all his love and wonder, Bede was not blind to the prob­
lems of this kind of building of souls; his abbot Ceolfrith had at 
one time left the monastery because of the hardness of the 
hearts of some of his monks, and in the Ecclesiastical History of 
the English Nation Bede gave more than one example of 
impenitent and unhappy monks. He records the story of the 
devout Irish monk Fursa who nevertheless dreamt that he was 
in danger of hell-fire because of a detail of his monastic 
behaviour, and also of a brother blacksmith at J arrow in his 
own day who 'lived an ignoble life' in the monastery and died in 
despair, while the naughty young nuns of Coldingham found 
their frivolous way of life rebuked by fire in this life. Such 
examples were not, for Bede, inevitable instances of sin; 
repentance was for him the whole life of the monk and in his 
homilies he was always encouraging to his hearers : 

We must not suppose that only the building in which we come to­
gether to pray and celebrate the mysteries is the Lord's temple and 
that we ourselves who come together in the Lord's name are not more 
fully his temple ... let us avoid winter's image lest the Lord on coming 
into our hearts find them numb from lack of charity's ardour. 

Although the labours of this age are burdensome and prolonged, 
whatever ends in eternal blessedness seems shortlived and trifling .... 
Let us busy ourselves with the mutual help of charity so that finding 
all of us with cheerful hearts and tireless in good works, which he has 
commanded us to do, Jesus Christ our Lord may bring us all to the 
reward of the perpetual vision of him which he has promised. 

The institutions of church and monastery were not in them­
selves of primary concern to Bede ; he knew them to be flawed 
and impermanent. But in the last year of his life he wrote a 
clear account, with no illusions, of the problems and defici­
encies of the Church in Northumbria as he saw it. What he 
discerned and treasured was another house built without hands. 
Throughout his writings Bede was vividly aware of the unity of 
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This is the power of Christ's atonement, the power of the 
resurrection, clearly portrayed in these chapters in various 
dimensions and experiences. The words of these desert dwellers 
are stark, uncompromising, revealing what is rock bottom in 
humanity, in its very heart. It might be said that they are 
theological words, born of a theology not of the scholar but of 
the truth of God as God gave them to experience it. 

There are basic principles in this book, as the attentive reader 
will discover again and again in every chapter. Surely it is the 
level of apprehension, the level of contemplation, that needs to 
go deeper in everyone who prays. Thus we grow in veracity, 
able to meet the ever-increasing level of conflict as we 
endeavour to respond to the call of God. 

SISTER HELEN MARY 

A SEVEN DAY JOURNEY WITH THOMAS MERTON, by 
Esther de Waal. Foreword by Henri Nouwen, photographs by 
Thomas Merton. Eagle, Guildford, Surrey, 1 992, £8 .99 .  

It  i s  difficult not to praise this book too highly. It i s  beautifully 
conceived, beautifully written, and beautifully produced. If 
read and used as intended, then it will certainly help all who 
read it in the ways of prayer. The author herself says in her 
opening chapter that 'there are endless books, tapes, pamphlets, 
courses available today on the whole subject of prayer' , and one 
may ask why she has decided to add to their number. But she 
adds: 'This book is meant to become prayer' , and I think that 
any reader who takes her seriously will discover that this is so. 
That in itself is justification enough for the book. 

After a short foreword by Henri Nouwen (mainly dealing 
with his own contact with Merton) and an introduction by 
Esther de Waal explaining the genesis of the book, there are a 
few pages explaining how to use the book in the way intended. 
Pages 23-35 are about Merton himself, and whilst they provide 
insight into his spiritual orientation, they are not perhaps 
essential to the main purpose of the book-which is not to 
inform the reader about Merton, but to lead to prayer. These 
pages do, however, fill out some of the background, and the 
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author uses them to introduce us to the meaning and value of 
the photographs which form an integral part of the book. We 
are not being given more words about prayer. We are being 
introduced into a contemplative way of being, and we are 
invited to stay with the photographs and see . 

But the core of the book is the seven chapters given to the 
'journey' of prayer. We are invited day by day to hear God 
calling to us, to respond to that call, to discover our true selves, 
to meet Christ alive here and now, to understand the demands 
of love, to appreciate that it is in the ordinariness of everyday 
life that we meet and live with God, and so through all this to 
come to a wholeness and unity within ourselves. 

There is no hurry in all this. Whilst the book is constructed 
on a seven day programme, there is no need to think that one 
has to fit it all into a given week. One takes the book as a guide, 
and uses it as one pleases. For those who want to follow up 
anything that has particularly struck them, there are notes and 
references to each of the sections at the end of the book. But 
the essential is the central seven day j ourney, which will truly 
lead into prayer and personal contact with Christ. One does not 
have to be a Merton fan to appreciate this book. All one has to 
do is to follow the author as she takes us into the days, allowing 
her words and the words of Merton to become living and 
experienced realities within us, and allowing the black and 
white photographs to reveal themselves to us, so that we may 
perhaps see and feel as Merton did. Though that is not really the 
point-we are invited to see and to feel in our own personal 
way, and perhaps to experience the revelation of the divine in 
the very ordinary. This is a book for life. But one does have to 
withdraw for a time if one is to see with fresh eyes, and we are 
given the opportunity to do j ust that. 

FR JOHN MOAKLER OCSO 
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reading and writing. As he said of himself, 'It was always my 
delight to learn, to teach and to write.' So absorbed was he that 
it came as a shock to learn in 7 16 that Ceolfrith had resigned as 
abbot and was leaving the monastery on a final pilgrimage 
towards death, choosing to j ourney to Rome and taking with 
him one of the great Bibles of Jarrow. Bede was desolate for a 
second time, but after a while continued his work in his cell, 
until his death eighteen years later, leaving the monastery only 
three times, and then only for purposes relating to his writing. 

These lovely monasteries built by zeal and love were for Bede 
much more significant than simply a place called 'home' . In a 
sermon he preached on the anniversary of the death of Benedict 
Biscop, he used the image of building in stones as the image of 
the building of the Church of Christ. He did the same in his 
treatises on the Temple and Tabernacle, in his commentaries on 
Esdras and Nehemiah, and above all in his sermons for the 
anniversary of the dedication of the church at Jarrow, two of 
which he wrote up and included in his collection of homilies. 
Bede was ordained deacon when he was nineteen and priest 
when he was thirty, both times by the saintly John of Hexham; 
he was, therefore, among those available for the solemn task of 
breaking the Word of God by preaching at the great festivals at 
Jarrow. He delivered his sermons either at mass or during the 
night vigil, and later wrote them up for a wider circulation. The 
two sermons on the dedication of St Paul's were most probably 
preached on 23  April between the years 7 03 and his death in 
7 3 5. This can be narrowed down a little further since he was ill 
for a year before his death and they may well have been 
included in his collection of sermons made before 7 3 1. In one 
of them he gives a vivid picture of the prayer of the brothers 
before the Feast of the Dedication : 

We .. . spend the night in vigil joyfully singing additional psalms and 
hearing a larger number of lessons in a church where many lights are 
burning and the walls are adorned more lavishly than usual . 

From this moment of external glory he at once draws a lesson : 
My brothers, let us love wholeheartedly the beauty of the eternal 
house we have from God in the heavens, and let us take care to think 
attentively about the place of the tabernacle of his glory and prompt 
one another to do likewise. Above all, let us ask one thing from him 
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Bede watched the details of the buildings, which affirmed that 
this was no small provincial monastery, but a part of the older 
and wider church; however, he saw more than this. As in his 
biblical and historical writings, so with the visible structures of 
the churches. He examined with keen interest and appreciation 
the external structures, the 'historical sense', but looked 
through them to their eternal and personal significance: 

When we ... have some task to perform, for example, when we are 
building a house, we begin the work by preparing the material, and 
after this beginning we dig deeply upon it in rising courses of stones, 
and so little by little we reach completion in accomplishing the task 
on which we have set out. 

Not only was the whole structure and the art of building full of 
significance for Bede; the materials used were equally to be seen 
as not only chosen for practical purposes but also for their 
meaning: 

Perhaps they used bricks instead of stones, and bitumen instead of 
cement because those districts lacked a sufficient quantity of stones 
for the completion of so great a work, or because they knew that a 
wall built of brick offered greater resistance to the danger of fires. 
Bitumen is made from trees ; it is also made from earth or water. 

Cement is made from stones which have been burnt and turned to 
ash. These stones, which were previously strong and firm, each one by 
itself, are worked upon by the fire in such a way that when they have 
been softened by the addition of heat, and when they have been 
joined together in a better way, they are themselves able to bind other 
stones which have been placed in position in a wall. Thus they soon 
receive again in a better way the strength that for a little while they 
seemed to have lost. 

Bede loved his monastery and regarded it as his home. He was 
himself loved and cherished as a uniquely precious part of his 
world. By the insight of his abbots, Benedict Biscop and Ceol­
frith, he was protected from responsibility or office, and so was 
free to begin within his cell that building of his own, which was 
to last as one of the foundations of Christianity in this island 
throughout the one thousand and two hundred years since the 
stone walls were destroyed by the Viking attack on Jarrow in 
7 94. Under his second father, Ceolfrith, Bede knew many 
creative and peaceful years, filled with the fire and expansion of 
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LIVING THE INCARNATION: Praying with Francis and Clare 
of Assisi by Sister Frances Teresa OSC .  Darton, Longman and 
Todd, 1993 , £6.95. 

St Francis and St Clare of Assisi are two of the saints best 
known, by name at least, to most people. This can have the 
unfortunate result that we think that we know 'what they are 
about'. This book shows that there is considerably more to 
these two saints than we may realize, and points out their great 
relevance to the Christian seeking to live and pray in the 
modern world. This is a very down-to-earth book. The saints 
may seem to have the edge on us lesser mortals by reason of 
their very sainthood, but Sr Frances Teresa shows us that 
Francis and Clare experienced the traumas and difficulties 
which are common to us all, and that as a result of their lived 
experience they have something to say to each of us in our daily 
lives. 

The book is divided into three sections with the themes of 
Conversion, Contrition and Communion. The section on 
Conversion focuses on the work of surrender and commitment 
to God, along with the waiting experience in prayer which 
accompanies our deepening surrender to God's grace. The way 
of prayer of the two saints, gleaned from their writings, is 
outlined, making the point that, as was the case for Francis and 
Clare, 'prayer and daily living are not two entirely separate 
things, but through prayer we can learn to live' (p.43) .  The 
titles of the chapters in the second section on Contrition, 'The 
Penances we choose' and 'The Pain we do not seek', give an 
indication of the content of this section. Penance is, perhaps, a 
rather unpopular subj ect, but the book deals with it in a very 
helpful way, looking both at our own choice of penance, a 
traditional accompaniment to the spiritual life, and at the 
penance which comes in the form of circumstances, unasked for 
and unforeseen. 

Finally, the section on Communion deals with our com­
munion with God, our world, and each other. This, of course, 
includes Francis's love of creation for which he is well known, 
and which is of immense importance to our own troubled times. 
Francis's ability to look at creation and through it see and give 
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praise to its Creator is illustrated in his Canticle of Creation. Sr 
Frances Teresa says of this: 

This whole song is Francis' relationship with God set out in words, 
filled with the distilled essence of his prayer. It shows how everything 
was, for him, a living letter from God, every element of creation spoke 
to him of the one who created it. It reveals how he realised creation's 
call to sing constant praise to God. (p.88) 
This surely sums up much of the message of both Francis and 

Clare for today. All of creation speaks to us of God if only we 
have eyes to see. For St Francis and St Clare life was prayer and 
prayer was life. The mark of true prayer can only be seen in our 
lives and in our relationships with all that is, since all comes 
from God. This is a marvellous book which helps to show us 
how that can begin to be true for us, and which introduces us to 
two guides for the way. 

SISTER CLARE SLG 

A PLACE IN LIFE, The Clewer House of Mercy, 1849-83, by 
Valerie Bonham. Valerie Bonham and CSJB, 1992, £10.95. 

This book, privately published, is the second of a trilogy 
recounting the history of the Community of St John Baptist, 
Clewer. The first volume, A Joyous Service: the Clewer Sisters 
and Their Work ( 1989), looked back to 1849 in a general survey 
of the life of this Sisterhood which was among the earliest and 
most significant in the revival of the religious life in the Church 
of England. The present volume focuses on the work which 
characterized the first half century, rescuing prostitutes and 
destitute women. 

Community records and other archive material give us entry 
into a Dickensian world: Windsor, a garrison town, with beer­
houses, brothels and a notorious slum, which was the context of 
the first House of Mercy in the district of Clewer Fields. 
Gentlewomen, some from distinguished families, came to offer 
their lives to God there in the service of his poor; some, no 
doubt, would have found even the ordinary household tasks 
they were required to do taxing, for at home they would have 
been done by servants. Romantic ideals alone would have been 
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All those brethren who could read or preach or recite the antiphons 
and responds were taken away with the exception of the abbot and 
one little lad. 

Not only was Bede left to grow up without contemporaries, 
and Ceolfrith with a new novitiate to train; at Wearmouth the 
abbot, Eosterwine, had also died, and his successor, Sigfrid, 
whom Bede described as 'a man of wonderful holiness and ex­
ceedingly learned in the scriptures and conspicuously devoted 
to their study', died, together with Benedict Biscop himself. 
Ceolfrith became abbot of the two monasteries, 

a man of acute mind, energetic in action, ardent with a zeal for 
righteousness, glowing at once with love and fear towards God, stern 
in chiding sinners, painstaking in the observance and teaching of the 
statutes of the regular life, kindly in the relieving of poverty and the 
bestowing of alms ... one that gave attendance to prayers and 
psalmody with devout regularity. 
The golden age of J arrow under abbot Ceolfrith included the 

preparation of three great pandects of the Bible, one of which, 
the Codex Amiatinus, is the oldest surviving text of the Vulgate. 
In addition to this massive work of scholarship, Ceolfrith con­
tinued Benedict Biscop's policy of building and beautifying the 
churches of the monasteries. He built in stone, not out of a 
conceited attempt to emulate the great buildings of Rome, but 
from a sense of the future: stone would last, and when all the 
men had gone the stones would continue to pray. As well as 
altar vessels and vestments and paintings, stability and continu­
ity were his concern, as can be seen from his settlements with 
kings and popes. He also 'doubled the number of books in the 
libraries of both monasteries.' As Bede observed of abbot 
Eadfrith at Lindisfarne, 'he found the church wood and left it 
stone.' Bede saw the great days of Wearmouth and Jarrow with 
wondering eyes, and described the workmanship with pride: 

When the work was nearing completion he [Benedict Biscop] sent 
messengers to Gaul to fetch glassmakers, for craftsmen of this kind 
had hitherto been unknown in Britain, so that they might lattice the 
windows of the church and its upper storeys. They arrived and this 
was done ... they also taught and instructed the English race in their 
skill; their art was exceeding well adapted both for the enclosed lamps 
of the church and for vessels of different uses. 
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BEDE AND THE DEDICATION OF A CHURCH 

SISTER BENEDICTA SLG 

IN THE YEAR 674, King Ecgfrith of Northumbria received a 
visit from Benedict Baducing, now called Biscop, former thane 
of his predecessor King Oswiu; he had travelled widely and now 
returned home carrying books and relics, and wanting to found 
a monastery. The king gave him land at the mouth of the Wear 
where he founded a monastery dedicated to St Peter; six years 
later he received into his care there a boy of seven, called Bede. 
Already a second monastery had been founded when six years 
previously the king had given more land for the building of St 
Paul's at Jarrow. The learned and experienced Ceolfrith had 
gone there with seventeen monks from St Peter's, Monkwear­
mouth. In the account of his monastery, The History of the 
Abbots Bede recorded the intention of Benedict Biscop to 
build the second house on the understanding that 

the two houses should be bound together by the one spirit of peace 
and harmony and united by continuous friendship and goodwill ... 
neither was anyone to attempt to disturb the brotherly love that 
would unite the two just as it had bound together the two chief 
apostles, Peter and Paul. 

The house at J arrow was founded in brotherly love, but also in 
great suffering. Bede joined the house under the special care of 
Ceolfrith soon after its foundation in 685. He had seen its con­
struction, and was present at its dedication; an inscription was 
placed there which still exists, mentioning King Ecgfrith, the 
patron, as well as Ceolfrith, the abbot: 

The dedication of the basilica of St Paul on the ninth day before the 
Kalends of May in the fifteenth year of King Ecgfrith, and the fourth 
year of Ceolfrith the abbot, and, with God's help, the founder of this 
church. 

But in the same year Ecgfrith was killed at Nechtansmere in his 
unjust battle against the Picts, and of all the eager young men 
who were monks at Jarrow only the abbot and Bede remained 
after an onslaught of a fatal disease referred to as 'plague'. The 
Life of Ceolfrith records the devastation: 
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insufficient to sustain them in this new life. Real courage and 
fortitude, as well as practical good sense and mother wit, mu_st have been necessary qualities in the rescue work-and no less m 
the venture of founding a Sisterhood. These, plus love, vision, 
and accuracy in discerning what was possible, evidently 
belonged in abundance to Harriet Monsen, the Mother 
Foundress. She comes across in these pages as a woman whose 
large heart spanned all worlds. A delicious vignette of Queen 
Victoria making a neighbourly visit to the House of Mercy loses 
nothing from being a very good story. The Queen had insisted 
that her identity be kept secret and concluded that confidence 
had been broken when everyone she passed dropped a curtsey. 
Mother Harriet, at her side, explained the misapprehension: the 
deference was being paid to her, and not to to the Queen at all! 
She seems not to have been so candid in all her explanations, 
however, for her Majesty observed in her journal that Mrs 
Monsell's admirable establishment, while pretty and not 
gloomy, was also 'very like a Convent'. Did she really not 
suspect what this likeable widow was up to? . . Much of the interest of this book lies in its documentat10n, m 
some detail, of the social worlds within which the revival of the 
religious life took root and, eventually, flourished. But its value 
is more than just historical; the quotations from Mother 
Harriet's letters, from her teaching and personal notes, and the 
picture that emerges of her as a person ('Aunt Harriet always 
knows what a fellow wants, and gets it for him', one of her 
great nephews wrote of her) reveal something more about the 
religious life. What she wanted for the Community is recorded 
in a note she wrote to Carter, her collaborator, after her 
retirement as Superior: 'My own exhortation to the Sisters is 
not to let the sparkle go out of the Community. I love that in a 
life of sacrifice they should give God a joyous service.' With this 
in mind, the story of the Community of St John Baptist is not a 
period piece, nor their pioneering social work the true measure 
of the significance of their achievement: 

What I want to impress upon you is, that you must live the life, not 
merely do the work. Live a quiet, peaceful life, alone with God, stayed 
on Him, and the work will come out of it ... Try to keep yourself 
perfectly free, and ready for Him to use you. 
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It is moving to read of Mother Harriet herself having to lay aside 
her work and live away from Clewer in retirement. She believed 
that in her retreat she was again pioneering a work of value to 
the Community, and she looked to a time when more Sisters 
would join her in a deliberately contemplative house of prayer. 
Carter could not concur with this. But those who visited her felt 
the power of her prayer and the wisdom of her counsel, and her 
non-judgemental love permitted them to 'unroll themselves' to 
her without reserve. Let the last word be hers, her response to a 
Sister who confided, in the early years, that she feared to 
become over-fond of her: 

I do not think you need trouble yourself because you love me. As a 
fact you do so. All efforts to think or feel otherwise will only be 
unreal and lead to no good. All you need to strive for is to love God 
more ... Love is of God; it is a divine gift; do not seek to crush it; seek 
to keep it steadfast, and seek to help others by love . .. Dwell in the 
thought 'God is Love,' and thus you will find an anchor for your soul, 
sure and steadfast. 

SISTER ROSEMARY SLG 

A Place in Life is available from: The Community of St John Baptist, 
Hatch Lane, Windsor, Berks. SL4 3QR, 

and also from: Mrs Valerie Bonham, Holy Trinity Presbytery, 32 Baker 
Street, Reading, Berks. RGl 7XY. 

THE TESTING OF HEARTS, A Pilgrim's Journal by Donald 
Nicholl. Marshall Pickering 1989, now available at £4. 00. 

This book was appreciatively reviewed in the Winter 1990 issue 
of the Fairacres Chronicle. We also read it aloud in refectory at 
Fairacres and found Rosemary Hartill's comment to be true: 
'This is a wise and beautiful book. It is a faithful, loving, 
grieving, passionate book, and it provides food for many 
months of thought and prayer. ' Due to the 1989 take-over of 
Marshall Pickering by HarperCollins, readers may have had 
difficulty in obtaining a copy. It can now be purchased direct 
from D. Nicholl, Rostherne, Common Lane, Betley, Crewe, 
Cheshire CW3 9AL Special price arrangements for large orders. 
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Corporate prayer feeds and sustains our private prayer, and 
both are needed if we are to 'pray always', 'with the mind in the 
heart'. Only so can we come into the presence of truth, the 
truth that can set us free. 

A person who was free to engage as pastor and friend with all 
whom he met was Fr Norry McCurry, who died suddenly in 
June. He had been a Priest Associate SLG since 197 4 and we 
valued his long-standing friendship and support. His funeral at 
St Dunstan's, Stepney, was a joyous celebration of a Christian 
whose life had given glory to God; he showed us something of 
the meaning of the words of Irenaeus, 'the glory of God is a 
man fully alive'. 

Brenda Davies left the novitiate on 8 June; we give thanks for 
her time with us and ask you to pray for those whom God is 
calling to join the Community. 

After many delays we are glad to have completed the sale of 
the Convent of Dud well St Mary, Burwash. We understand that 
the new owner plans to convert it into a nursing home, so we 
rejoice to think of the people who may end their days where 
many of our Sisters have lived and prayed and delighted in the 
beauty of that place. I do hope that most of you have been able 
to enjoy something of this wonderful weather for your summer 
holidays. Fr Gilbert insisted that holidays are important, and 
urged us to be mindful of the 'three Rs' -rest, rejoice and be 
renewed in Christ. 

MOTHER ANNE SLG 

F.L.G. RETREAT 22-24 October 1993 
BISHOP WOODFORD HOUSE, ELY 

Conducted by Reverend John Scott, Chaplain of Bede House 
Cost: £47 VAT inclusive 

Please will all wishing to book this retreat contact the Secretary of the 
Fellowship by 30 September at the latest: 

Miss Joan Spittal 
27 The Lanes 

Bampton 
Oxfordshire OX18 2JG 

Tel: 0993 851392 

3 



We can indeed marvel at buildings like Chartres or many of 
the cathedrals in this land, both ancient and modern. Even the 
remains of some churches and monastic buildings speak, not 'of 
stone, wood, hay or stubble' but of prayer, and we recognize 
them as places 'where prayer has been made valid' -prayer no 
doubt similar in many respects to our own. Yet if we look at 
the history of liturgy through the ages we see, as well as a 
constant pattern, variants reflecting particular times. If the 
Church is to be the vehicle of the Good News in each and every 
generation, it must be fully present and open in our time. 

Two books which can further our understanding of the 
prayer of the Church are Company of Voices, Daily Prayer and 
the Peop le of God, by George Guiver CR (SPCK, 1988), and 
Something Understood, A Companion to Celebrating Common 
Prayer [the Franciscan Office Book] edited by Paul Roberts, 
David Stancliffe and Kenneth Stevenson (Hodder & Stoughton, 
1993, £6.99). Both are being widely read not only by clergy, 
but also by many lay Christians who know how important it is 
to participate in the corporate work of prayer and praise. They 
can help us to see prayer as 'the growth of personal relationship 
between man and God, the primary purpose of which is the 
worship of God rather than enlightenment or consolation', as a 
key statement in the SLG Rule puts it. 

If only we would realize that our own bodies, and each 
others', are God's holy temple, what a different place our strife­
torn world would be! This is how Fr Gilbert prayed for SLG 
when the new refectory building was blessed in 1959: 

Love all transcending 
all things creating 
be thyself taking 

thy servants' hearts. 

Love with thirst seeking 
for love's increasing 
from sin releasing 

infuse their hearts. 

Love all compelling 
Light everlasting 
darkness dispelling 

dwell in their hearts. 2 

CARDS FROM SLG PRESS 

A variety of p rinted cards can now be ordered by p ost. 

To see the full range of designs order one or more sample pack. 
Prices include inland post and packing. Overseas extra. 

There will be an order form with each pack. 

Pack I 
CHRISTMAS 
19 assorted cards 
Price £2.00 

Pack II 
EASTER & 
NOTELETS 
14 assorted cards 
Price £1.25 

Pack III 
DEVOTIONAL 
9 assorted cards 
Price 75p 

BY C"l')E.- Cf)000 
JOY 16 W(DS 

C12 

"CO "Ct)S Wl)OLE, 
WO[)L6 

�!le= In stillness nailed 
��old 

all time 
all change 
all circumstance 
in and to Love's embrace 

13E 
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BUMPER PACK (containing I, II and III) PRICE £3. 75 



SLG AND ASSOCIATES 

NEW MEMBERS 

FLG 

Mrs Helen Ruth Kendall, 12 Callendar Street, Sunnybank Hills, 
Brisbane 4109, Queensland, Australia. 

Carl John Somers-Edgar, 57 Baker Street, Caversham, Dunedin, 
New Zealand. 

Marc Andrew Harris, 35 Meadow Road, Berkhamsted, Herts., HP4 lEB. 

R.I.P. 
Miss Frances Huntley, 10 Fishery Cottages, Fishery Road, 

Hemel Hempstead, Herts., HPl lNW (FLG). 
Canon Walter Greenfield, St Veronica, 3 Hinton Close, Hinton St George, 

Somerset, TAI 7 8SH (FLG). 
Prebendary Norry McCurry, 18 Chisenhale Road, London E3 5QZ 

(Priest Associate). 

NOW AVAILABLE FROM SLG PRESS 

THE DESERT OF THE HEART, 
Daily Readings with the Desert Fathers 

edited and introduced by Benedicta Ward 

We are delighted that Darton, Longman and Todd have just 
reprinted this book in their popular Enfolded in Love series. In 
it Sister Benedicta presents some of the best and most 
illuminating desert stories in a form suitable for daily reading. 
The book is available in bookshops, but can also be ordered 
from the SLG Press at £2.50 net, plus postage and packing, with 
our usual 33.3% discount on orders for resale. 
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The Community gives thanks for the election of 
Mother Anne as Reverend Mother 
for a further term of three years, 

and for her Installation on 4 June 1993 
by Simon, Bishop of Buckingham 

COMMUNITY NOTES 

Those of you who have visited Fairacres recently will have 
observed the front drive rather full of builders' equipment, cars 
and a portacabin. We have been having quinquennial building 
repairs, and this year have had the Old Convent roof replaced 
and outside paintwork done. We have been impressed both by 
the quality of the work and the quiet friendliness of the men. 
But what do they make of us? Two of them were heard chatting 
outside the print room as they worked on a ventilated cupboard 
for storing chemicals. The carpenter, an older man, began the 
conversation: 'Wonder what that's for? Maybe it leads to a 
secret underground passage!' 'Maybe', replied the painter, not 
convinced. The carpenter let his imagination run on a bit, 'They 
used to have secret tunnels in places like this ... ' he reflected, 
then added, 'but I don't think this lot would have one. They are 
modern and up to date!' 

Are we ancient or modern? Up-to-date or out-of-date? I was 
recently at Boxmoor for the Feast of the Dedication of the 
Convent, and at Fairacres we look forward to ours on 1 August. 
Every Feast of Dedication is an opportunity to look back to 
and claim our roots and ancient origins; but also to be aware 
that we are grounded in the now of of this moment in history, 
and to open ourselves to whatever ,the future holds. In that 
sense we can never be up-to-date. 

The place of worship is, and has always been, important for 
human beings searching for the mystery and meaning of life. 
For Christians the church building reflects not only something 
of the life of the people who built it, but also of the successive 
generations who have worshipped there. 'The temple of God is 
holy; and that temple you are', we read ( 1 Cor. 3: 17). Have we 
taken refuge in the first part of that sentence and not paid suffi­
cient attention to the second, perhaps not really believing it? 1 
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