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COMMUNITY NOTES

The months since the last Chronicle have been punctuated by
several departures and arrivals. On 4 August Sr Agnes of the
Holy Trinity died, and on 31 August, Sister Sheila Margaret of
the Holy Name. Sr Agnes was one of the first two hermits to
live at Bede House after it was opened in 1966, but returned to
Fairacres in 1990 when it became evident she needed more care
than facilities at Bede House afforded. Until a week before her
last illness she regularly swept the cloister outside refectory, and
amazed us all by the perfection of her ironing of the sacristy
linen. Many of the older Sisters can remember being taught this
skill by her, with great particularity over each detail. This
attention, which was reflected in the whole of her life, marked
her dying, too. The doctor remarked, as he filled in the death
certificate, that he would have liked to enter ‘Determination’ as
the cause of death!

Sister Sheila Margaret died very suddenly while in hospital
recovering from a mild heart attack. For the last three years she
had worked in the Press, doing the accounts and filling mail
orders. But for many years she had made and mended our
habits and other clothing, and always had a piece of beautiful
knitting in hand at recreation. Until her illness she cared for the
hens with great devotion to duty in all weathers. The hens
appeared to have as great a devotion to her as well. Both Sisters
were Scots, and both had known Fr Cary SSJE; indeed, Sr
Sheila Margaret had been a member of FLG in Edinburgh in the
mid-1940s soon after the Fellowship was founded by him.

Sister Shirley Ruth did not renew her monastic vows in SLG
in October and is now participating in the life of the
Community of the Servants of the Will of God at Hove, where a
small group of women are testing their vocations under the
CSWG Rule. Sister Elfreda Mary, who had been on Leave of
Absence to care for members of her family, asked for and was
granted release from her monastic vows in SLG in September.
Our love and prayer go with Ruth and Elfreda as they continue
their life’s journey.

Pat Hawkes entered the novitiate at Vespers on the Feast of
St Martin, and Nicola Mason at First Vespers of Advent Sunday.
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On 23 October Julie Grissom received the habit as a Novice
Oblate. Julie is American so it was especially good to have two
of our other American Oblates here to share the occasion. On
18 November Sue was received as an Oblate Sister in Annual
Promises.

Many of you will want to know what the position is in the
Community with regard to the ordination of women, now that
the Measure passed by Synod has the necessary parliamentary
endorsement. The easy—and also the difficult—answer is that we
reflect the present position of the Church of England. Most of
us welcome this move which will extend the ministry of women
in the Church, but a minority of the Community believe that
the Synod has made a wrong decision. However, we all still
believe in God and in the guidance of the Holy Spirit! And like
the rest of the Church we are seeking ways and words which can
lead us on in our search for God’s truth and our service to him.
As I said in an earlier Chronicle, we feel bound to one another
in prayer and fellowship, and that commitment remains in this
present diversity.

At Fairacres recently a group of us were reflecting together
on a retreat which Fr Cary gave to the Community in 1939,
entitled “The Invitations of Jesus’. In one passage he asked us to
consider the emphasis our Lord places on true knowledge (the
‘O Sapientia’ for which we cry out in the week before Christ-
mas). This true knowledge is not, Fr Cary says, ‘earthly wisdom,
but the result of contemplation looking Godward. Gazing God-
ward with long, deep attention till at last the light dawns and
grows and shines.’

There is without doubt plenty of knowledge in our world and
a quick readiness to pronounce answers. We know the pain, dis-
tress and darkness of so much of our world at the present time,
but if, instead of blaming horror videos, the Church’s lack of
moral teaching or someone else’s greed, we could dare to gaze
‘Godward with long, deep attention’, we might all find ourselves
looking at the world from a different perspective, with Kyrie
eleison on our lips and in our hearts.

It is so easy to let the light that shines out of the poor cave of
Bethlehem get lost in a haze of sentimental slush, but that light
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does shine far beyond the cradle and the grave. And I pray that
all those for whom this Christmas will be pain, grief and sorrow,
will know this truth. For all those bewildered by events like the
recent child murder case, or the motorway accident where so
many young lives were ended, or the wanton deaths of children
by the wars and political divisions of the earth, the stable, like
the Cross, points to a light and a hope which has its source
beyond this world and which no darkness can blot out. The
light dawns in each heart as we look ‘Godward with long, deep
attention’. We share with you our thanksgiving for the Light of
Christ and pray that it may shine in and through the darkness of
the world he loves and has redeemed.

The card which comes as our Christmas greeting to you with
this Chronicle is designed from a sketch of a real holly leaf
made by a friend of the Community, Anna Desch. I wonder if
you have ever had a competition on a winter walk to see who
could find the most perfect leaf skeleton? I won’t try to weave
a Christmas interpretation into an imperfect leaf, but simply say
I hope its fragility and beauty convey to each one of you some-
thing of the beauty of Incarnate Love this Christmastide.

With best wishes from us all.

ANNE, MOTHER SLG

NEW COMPANION
Miss Shirley Pitchford, 10 Howard Street, Edinburgh, EH3 5JP.



STOP!
Homily preached at Fairacres in Advent 1992
JOHN FENTON

John the Baptist bars our way to Christmas. He is like the angel
of the Lord standing in the road in front of Balaam. At least we
can hear what John says, before we crush our feet against the
wall.
Brood of vipers!
Repent and produce the fruit that is appropriate!

It would be easier and more pleasant to do anything else,
than to do that. I’ll do as many good works as you ask, but I’'m
not going to say that I’ve been wrong, and that I must turn
round, and go in the opposite direction. I’'m not going to
undermine the whole of my life up till now, and say, I was
mistaken; I wanted what I should not have wanted; it was all
false.

Could we get round John, without turning back? Could we
say, Let us come past you, in the name of the Lord. We haven’t
anything to show, of our own. But we have what Christ has
done for us. Let these be our permit and entrée into God’s
kingdom, close at hand. We do not present our own merits, but
his. You say yourself that the one who follows you is more
powerful than you. His cross is our passport, and his resurrec-
tion our visa.

John will not hear of it. He knows us too well. He can see
what our game is, and he will not let us pass.

Do not presume to tell yourselves, We have Abraham for our
father, because, I tell you, God can raise children for Abraham
out of these stones.

The Pharisees and Sadducees were not allowed to appeal to
the merits of the Patriarchs. They could not fall back on God’s
election of Israel, to rescue themselves from the demand that
they repent. And John will not let us off either if we plead
Christ’s death and resurrection. All John will say is:

Theology will get you nowhere. Don’t think there is anything
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that will be a substitute for the one thing that is required: You
must say, ‘Sorry’. And you must mean it.

But surely, even though God could raise children for
Abraham from stones, surely, he won’t—will he? He is too much
committed to us, to exclude us now. He made us, he redeemed
us, he gave us his Spirit. After all this, will he reject us from his
kingdom?

There you go again. You're always at it. Bringing in doctrine
as a way to avoid plain truth. Of course it is true that God made
you, and redeemed you, and gave you his Spirit, and brought
you where you are along your way. But it’s perverse of you to
think that this is to the point, today. What is required of you
now is your repentance. You must say, ‘Sorry’. You must be
sorry. There’s no substitute, and for this, no substitution. Don’t
quote Moberly to me: don’t tell me Christ is the perfect
penitent who does for you what you cannot do for yourself.
That would be to replace simplicity with learning; to think you
know a trick that can fool me.

All right, John, you must know, because you are Elijah re-
turned from heaven. All the secrets of our hearts are known to
you; we cannot hide from the sight of heaven, or cheat our way
in between the walls in this narrow place where you have taken
your stand. We give up. Tell us what it is you want us to do.

Flattery will get you nowhere. What I want you to do is to
look, and to remember. What you really want is not God’s will,
but your own. What you have done has not been as it should
be—pure of heart, loving and forgiving. Look back and you will
see. Remember what you have done. Above all, remember your
anger when things have not gone your way, when people have
not agreed with you, when you have known yourself to be in
the wrong. Your anger is the meter that measures your self-
regard. And there is no place for that, along this road. We are
going to Jerusalem, the vision of God. What you are up to is no
preparation for that.

Tell me, John, just one thing, and then I’ll stop. Tell me this:
You say we must produce the appropriate fruit—the fruit that is
right for one who is repentant. What is this fruit? this action
you require?



Don’t fool yourself again. There’s no problem about the
fruit. Just be the sorry person you should be: the fruit will
follow. If you were sorry over something you had done to one
of your friends, you wouldn’t have a problem about putting it
right. You’d say what was in your heart, and your friend would
know. So with God. What he wants is the genuine you. No pos-
ing. No artificiality. No camouflage. Just say that you are sorry
that you are still like you are—after all his goodness, and all this
time. And, above all, say you want to be different. He’ll
understand. But you must say it.

Thank you, Blessed John the Baptist. Thank you for stopping
us, and not letting us past. Thank you for getting us to be sorry.
Pray for us sinners, to the God who sent you to us. To him be
glory and praise, through our repentance now, and always.

John Fenton was Canon of Christ Church, Oxford, from 1978
until his retirement in 1991. His commentaries on the ASB
Sunday lectionary, much appreciated by readers of the Church
Times, have recently been published in a book, Affirmations
(The Canterbury Press, 1993).



FATHER DUMITRU STANILOAE

AM. ALLCHIN

Dumitru Staniloae (1903—1993) was one of the most distinguished of
Orthodox theologians. He was Professor of Dogmatic Theology both at
Sibiu in Transylvania and at Bucharest. A priest and a married man, his
name became inseparably associated with the monastic revival in post-war
Romania because of his Romanian version (expanded and footnoted) of
the Philokalia. Fr Dumitru was imprisoned from 1958 to 1963. He died
in Bucharest on the Feast of St Francis, and was buried on 7 October.

Instead of preaching on today’s text, I want to tell you a little
of what happened last week. Fr Dumitru Staniloae died in
hospital last Monday and the funeral, which I was able to
attend, was on Thursday. That is something which involves the
Community very closely and intimately, although it is
something which happened on the other side of Europe. But
what does geographical distance matter in the eyes of God? In
the Spirit of God we are not divided. We know that Fr Dumitru
felt a very deep unity of spirit with all that he perceived here
when he visited Fairacres on two occasions, and was moved by
the welcome that he received.

But if he was moved by us, we were moved by him. One of
the many good things that the SLG Press has done is to have
made available in English two of his shorter writings, The
Victory of the Cross and Prayer and Holiness. It happens that
two of the leading members of the Romanian Orthodox Church
are also friends of Fairacres: Fr Antonie, as we knew him in the
sixties, now Metropolitan of Transylvania; and Daniel-Ilie, as we
knew him when he was at the Ecumenical Institute at Bossey,
now Metropolitan of Moldavia. Both of these men were deeply
involved in the celebration on Thursday, and both of them love
and appreciate this place.

When they telephoned me from Bucharest to invite me to
come to the funeral, they said that it was to be in the Church of
the Theological Academy. In fact it took place in the
Patriarchal Church, that is the Patriarchal Cathedral of
Bucharest. This is not a very big church by our standards, but a
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fine eighteenth century Byzantine church. It was, as I learnt in
the course of the day, almost without precedent for anyone
other than a Patriarch to have his funeral there. The celebration
which began in church at 10 a.m. lasted until 5 p.m. The liturgy
was in the church, but the funeral which followed was in the
square outside, because it was not possible to get all who came
into the church. The square is between the Patriarchal Church
and the Palace, the place where they always celebrate Easter
Night. There must have been three or four thousand people
there.

Fr Dumitru died at the time when the Holy Synod was
meeting in Bucharest. That meant that all the leading bishops
from the various parts of the Romanian Church were there. At
the funeral, conducted from the steps of the Palace, the
Patriarch presided, surrounded by the bishops of the Church,
our two Metropolitans on either side of him.

From the Patriarchal Cathedral in the centre of the city we
went out to the monastery of Cernica on the edge of Bucharest,
a monastery in a beautiful place by a large lake. From the
monastery there is a causeway which runs across to a little
island which has on it a cemetery church, and a cemetery where
many distinguished Romanian people have been buried. Fr
Dumitru took me there twelve or fifteen years ago and said,
‘That is where my wife and I will be buried; you must come and
pray for us here, after we are gone.’ I never imagined I would be
present at the funeral itself. Hundreds and hundreds of people
were at the cemetery. It was a deeply moving, very spontaneous
ceremony. At the graveside, as the last prayers for the departed
were being said, I also was invited to offer prayer.

We returned to the monastery refectory for a wonderful
funeral feast. I found myself sitting between the two
Metropolitans. It was a very extraordinary privilege to be taken
into the heart of such an occasion, within the faith of the whole
Church; to be taken into the heart of a whole nation gathered
to thank God for a man who had lived for ninety years and who
had been a publicly known figure for at least sixty. Already in
the 1930s he was known as a young theologian and the editor
of a very influential weekly newspaper. He was known not only
as a great theologian, but also as a great writer, a great scholar, a
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man who had thought deeply about Romanian literature and
history and culture, and it is perhaps in this field that he is most
remembered in Romania.

What all the speakers at the funeral banquet underlined was
that Fr Dumitru was not only a great theologian, he was also a
man of God; and people did not hesitate to speak of him as
being a saint. ‘Saint Dumitru the Theologian,” one young
speaker said. I found myself taking part in a very spontaneous,
yet very official, recognition of the life and work of this dear
man who has been in strange ways associated with us and with
this place. That was in itself deeply moving, and I felt I was
there as a representative of many other people who had come to
know and love Romania and the Romanian Orthodox Church
through his writings.

I also discovered how much the Romanians had appreciated
and valued the visit of the Archbishop of Canterbury, which
took place last month. I found a great concern on their part to
welcome us and to share their tradition with us, and also a
desire that we would share with them the tradition which we
have received. Here was very heartening openness to ecumenical
contacts.

The heart of Fr Dumitru’s work as a writer and as a
theologian was, I believe, his new and much enlarged edition of
the Philokalia. At the heart of his concern was the deepening
life of Christ in the lives of Christian people, the renewal of the
praying life of the Church, in the power of the Holy Spirit. He
had a great desire that his theology should be accessible. It is
true that he had a very complex mind and that sometimes his
theology can seem technical and difficult to understand. But
once, when he was in England, Fr Gregory CSWG asked him:
‘What did you learmn through your years in prison?” And Fr
Dumitru said: ‘I learnt that our theology had been too
theoretical, not close enough to where people actually are, and I
decided that for the rest of my life I would try to write
theology close to the people.” He was rooted in the life of the
people amongst whom he grew up. Until quite late in life he
used to visit his family on their farm in Transylvania in order to
help with the harvest. I suppose it was such things as these that
brought thousands of people to his funeral.
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Thursday was thus for me a day which was full of gifts and
full of beauty in a very simple and direct way, which was
altogether appropriate to Fr Dumitru. The first three days last
week in Romania were very much as they were here, pouring
with rain and grey. Thursday was clear and beautiful and full of
autumn sunlight all day, and, as much the greater part of the
celebration was in the open air, that was a mercy! What I could
not help noticing was that Fr Dumitru had died on the Feast of
St Francis Assisi and as Metropolitan Evlogie so memorably
said, ‘The walls of separation do not reach up to heaven; such
men as St Francis and St Seraphim have created in their own
lives the unity of the Church’, or rather, they have revealed the
unity that is already there. In the depth of his love and in the
width of his knowledge, Fr Dumitru had discovered the secret
of that unity, and revealed it in his life.
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FAITH IN AWAKENING

A Conference for Contemplatives of Different Faiths

Anyone who was listening to the BBC Radio 4 Sunday
Programme on 12 September may have heard Christopher
Titmuss describing a gathering of some eighty delegates from
more than thirty communities of different faiths at Amaravati
Buddhist Monastery, near Hemel Hempstead. He said that con-
templatives of all kinds have a vital role to play in today’s
world—one aspect of which was very evident to us in the direct
relationships across faith divisions which characterized this
Conference. Three SLG Sisters attended the Conference as
delegates, and two others, who came to collect us, soon caught
this joyful rapport.

It is hardly surprising that the monks and nuns found they
had plenty to share. The Christians included Benedictines from
Worth Abbey, Prinknash, Turvey, Ampleforth, Douai,
Stanbrook and Fernham; Poor Clares from Lynton; a Cistercian
from Mount St Bernard; Anglicans from Whitby, Tymawr, SSF
and SLG; and an Orthodox from Mount Athos. In addition to
the Amaravati Sangha who invited us and made it all possible,
and thirteen of whom attended the whole Conference, there
were Buddhists of the Burmese, Tibetan, Japanese and Zen
traditions; and Hindus from the Radha Krishna Temple and the
Ramakrishna Vedanta Centre, and Brahma Kumaris Sisters; and
twe Jain nuns. When it is a matter of day, in day out
commitment—as it must be in any form of monastic life—and
the clear disciplines and practice of one’s own tradition,
something humbler and more difficult is at issue than a
temporarily uplifting, but perhaps rather unclear, universalism.
So we could talk together, not without humour, but with
growing mutual respect, about doubt, community, beauty,
sticking at it, and what we actually do. However, the quietly
repeated aspiration which Christopher Titmuss, as the
Conference facilitator, used to bring to a close the silences that
made our communication possible, reached beyond these
immediate and monastic concerns:
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May all beings be in peace,
may all beings be in harmony,
may all beings be in peace and harmony.

Anyone listening to the Sunday Programme between news
bulletins would surely wish to identify with that. But what
makes the words more than wishful thinking? Early in the
Conference Dom Cyprian Smith spoke of the emptiness,
ravenous and all-devouring, which threatens our world. We are
all too conscious of its presence, and consequently in flight. We
try to stave it off with skilful and sophisticated distractions or
materialism, and nothing works. Nothing except one thing, to
turn and face it, simply and vulnerably, and there in the eye of
the storm, in the intolerable pressure of emptiness, find a
liberating peace and energy. This is what contemplatives do, and
it is transforming.

In the final session, with the many lay people who had
contributed so much to the Conference, we attempted some
preliminary evaluation. Had we just been talking to ourselves?
Medhina, a Buddhist lay woman who had participated as a
delegate, had discovered that she was not just a supporter,
wishing well to ‘professionals’ over there, but in it herself, ‘a
member of the—not so small, and not inconsequential—‘“‘order
of contemplative housewives”.” Monasteries are a natural focus
for learning about the contemplative way, but there is a great
hunger and need for diverse forms of contemplative life in the
world. Afterwards a number of people came and asked me
where in the Church of England they could find such teaching
to apply it in their own lives. And I heard about another
‘natural’ place for learning about contemplative life—prison.
The Prison Phoenix Trust founded by Ann Wetherall, based in
Oxford, helps people to use the conditions of a prison sentence
as a spiritual opportunity—°‘prison is the perfect monastery’.

All this caused me to reflect whether the desperate and
unprecedented conditions of our own time also afford an
unlooked-for opportunity. In his book, A Journey in Ladakh
(London 1983), Andrew Harvey recorded a conversation he had
with a Tibetan monk which suggests to me how we might be

called upon to go forward from such experiences as that
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September weekend as the fortunate guests of Ajahn Sumedho
and the Sangha at Amaravati:

‘No society, no country, no world has a monopoly of
spiritual insight, of spiritual truth. At this time of danger, we
all, Buddhists and Christians, and atheists alike, should share
all the awareness we have, all the compassion we can find in
ourselves, build up every possibility of goodwill that exists
within us towards the world. I am a Tibetan, yes, and I am a
Tibetan Buddhist. But I am also, first and foremost, a man,
and a man of my time, concerned for my time and for the
establishment of peace and truth.’

‘... We must be still within ourselves, still and calm, and yet
we must also, at the same time, be moving forward, moving
further and deeper towards each other, towards the world.
What is not useful for this endless transformation must be
abandoned; anything that prevents a finer flowering of our
spirit must be left behind; anything that hinders us from
dealing with the world as it is, with ourselves as we are, in
this place and in this time, with all the dangers and fears and
sadnesses of this time and this place, must be renounced, if
possible, without grief and without nostalgia. Every truthful
transformation takes us closer to the world, closer to things,
closer to each other; the clearest and wisest man becomes the
world, becomes Buddha, becomes ‘“‘awake’, enters without
fear and without hope, and without any conscious protec-
tion, into the full presence of Reality.’

Drukchen stopped and put a hand on my shoulder ‘I have
been talking too long. Forgive me!’

I could not say anything. We sat together, listening to the
wind. (pp.182-3)

SISTER ROSEMARY SLG

Impressions of a day visit, Saturday 11 September

One of the joys of a chilly, misty, autumn morning is the
beauty of cobwebs glistening with dewdrops on a garden hedge.
Walking round the boundary path of the stupa area at
Amaravati, before the 8.45 a.m. bell rang calling us to gather in
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the Shrine Room for the morning session, I beheld on a hedge
just such a web. A web so frail to look at, yet strong enough to
resist wind and rain. How the spiders work to anchor those first
threads, meeting obstacles along the way, and to get the spokes
fixed, persevering until the journey is completed, the web
finished and the centre, the goal, reached.

Thus were we contemplative religious who represented
several faiths, Hindu, Buddhist and Christian, all engaged on our
spiritual journey, gathered to share something of our lives. All
travelling step by step, frail though we are, towards our goal, by
whatever name, the Master, the Divine, God. Like the spider, we
weave our way along our chosen path, meeting obstacles and
difficulties as we go. Sometimes turning back or aside, only to
return to the Way with renewed vigour, once more reaching into
the unknown with hope and expectancy. If this were not so,
would we have gathered to spend a day together? A day hearing
about each other and awakening to the fact that we have more
common ground than we had perhaps previously realized. We all
live by Rules or a Rule; we make promises, some are ordained
to follow certain precepts, others bound for life by monastic
vows. All have made a serious commitment with the intention
of keeping it. It does not follow that life’s journey will run
smoothly ever after, but it does mean we are upheld and
supported by the community to which we belong, that we
matter as individuals within that community; and this is a great
source of strength and encouragement.

In the silence and stillness of listening to the speakers, whose
reflections I draw on in what follows, there was a sense of
togetherness. Doubtless we were all hearing some things which
had a familiar ring; the good, the bad, the humdrum, the joys,
the sorrows and times of thankfulness and growth. Equally we
would agree that there is a hunger for God, in all cultures a
striving for a goal, and that the key to being set on the Way lies
in the human heart. For the contemplative this may mean
facing difficulties, emptiness and despair; not turning away
from them, nor aside from oneself. When we sit still and face
the truth openly, the silence, stillness and poverty of our way of
life bring healing and light which give us our freedom, hope and
inward strength. This witness of the contemplative life can be
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seen as a unifying power in beauty and simplicity. Thus some
monastics make a point of having beautiful things where visitors
can share them, enjoy them, and maybe gain inspiration. Lay
communities may find encouragement in this aspect of beauty
alongside simplicity, which is not necessarily austerity.

Whether we live in a monastery or not, we are all vulnerable
to attack from things that hinder us along the Way; our
selfishness, our lack of peace, our greed, violence and
aggression. Such thoughts can invade our times of prayer and
meditation. Then we need to relax, let go and let God; not so
easy in practice!

The contemplative life is not a refuge from life’s difficulties,
nor from the suffering of many people and nations which
constantly confronts us. In contemplation and stillness there is
compassion, and it is with compassion that we must accept
whatever comes, and in the stillness find direction. We have to
work hard to let go all that separates us from each other and
from God, in order to be freed for this work of compassion. All
is one, and all is different. In this is enlightenment.

Look at the world: there is the possessive way which does
not bring peace or joy. Turn your attention to the contempla-
tive who looks not at ownership but to God, for not to own
things is liberating and leads to peace and joy in living. Joy in
God. As has been the case for centuries, contemplatives witness
by living out their faith through the twenty-four hours of the
day in the quiet of their monasteries. We must beware of
hanging on to the old because it is old, and equally beware of
throwing out the old just because it is old; it is not necessarily
obsolete. There is a fine balance between what is good and
appropriate and what is no longer useful or helpful among the
new and the old. We need to nurture a living spirit in order to
renew society, and to be a place where aspirants can come
seeking to find God’s will for them, and to discover if they have
a call to the Religious Life.

However much we desire to be obedient to our calling and
follow God in poverty and chastity, with stability and a right
consideration for property and the environment; however great
the desire to do this, we are still open, vulnerable to times of
darkness and thoughts of failure. We need to be awake to this
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and simply stay with it, being faithful to our times of prayer
and meditation; being ever mindful of the contribution
contemplatives can make to the thinking of society, and the
power they have to cause a shift in this thinking from
selfishness to selflessness.

As I had chosen to be a delegate to the Conference for one
day only, I did not have the opportunity to join in any
corporate worship, and so missed a very real part of it. For
those who were resident there was an invitation to join in
chanting and meditation with the Amaravati community, to
experience Turvey Abbey Compline and a Roman Catholic
Mass. ‘All are welcome’, proclaimed the programme.

Just as the spider needs his web to help him catch his food,
so the world needs contemplative religious to help it catch a
sense of the need for something beyond human making, beyond
comprehension. The Divine—God—is to be consistently sought
with hope, joy, praise and thankfulness. Blessed be God. Let us
keep awake.

SISTER RAPHAEL SLG

Wave patterns on sand

Having been asked to write a little about the interfaith
conference at Amaravati, all I can offer are my current
impressions. These are very much like the glistening patterns
left on the sand after a wave breaks over it. They are constantly
changing, yet each pattern is a true picture of the interaction of
wave on sand. Perhaps it might help to begin by identifying
what was wave and what was sand.

The waves were the silence and the sand the delegates who
were willing to let the waves wash over them, creating
constantly changing patterns in order to unite them, to lead
them to live the Holy Life in compassion for the world. The
most tangible expression of this was the response to join the
Sangha for their morning chanting session at 5 a.m. on Saturday
morning. Having been awoken by a gently sounding gong (such
a gentle, peaceful awakening in comparision with the hard beep
of a digital alarm) at 4.30 a.m. most of the delegates decided to
go. The Sangha were seated at the front of the large hall used
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for chanting and the delegates arranged themselves however
they wished, on the floor, on prayer stools or on chairs. After
the chanting there were forty-five minutes of silent meditation
and it was here, with each tradition inviolate, that we were all
united. It was one of the deepest and most memorable moments
of the Conference for me. There were further periods of silence
throughout the day, but that prolonged one was fundamental.
In the evening there was a shared worship session in which each
contributed from their own tradition, with a resultant mix of
Compline and Hindu songs to the accompaniment of an instru-
ment which sounded amazingly Indian, made from a very
English pumpkin.

To say a little of the sand, the delegates; it was a group drawn
from those living the contemplative monastic life and extremely
varied, and all the richer for that. The Conference had been
organized in response to a suggestion at an event to mark the
Year of Inter-Religious Understanding and Co-operation at the
beginning of this year. The groups represented there were
encouraged to participate in dialogue with those of other faiths
whom they knew. Fortunately the Amaravati community has
wide and varied links, so Ajahn Sumedho, the Abbot, thought
of inviting their friends for a weekend of talks. Having been
warned by seasoned conference organizers that you have to
invite many more people than you expect to participate in such
gatherings, the Amaravati community sent out invitations to
their friends with the request to ‘bring a friend’. In the event all
the friends and the friends of friends accepted, and the
Conference became twice the original size! That says much for
the opportuneness of the idea and the enthusiastic commitment
of the delegates, as well as the extraordinary generosity of the
Sangha and their lay supporters.

The interdependence of the lay and the monastic
communities in the Buddhist tradition (especially in Theravada,
where monks and nuns are not permitted to handle money or
prepare food), is something which was much in evidence and
which I feel we could well learn from. The lay people provided
all our meals with such care and generosity, and were present at
the morning chanting session, and at any of the talks they were
free to attend. In turn, the monastic community gave—and
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gives—as much to the lay people through including them in its
own Dhamma teaching and practice. Such mutual giving and
receiving makes the Holy Life possible, and in turn inspires and
helps those in lay life. It seemed that the principle of
interdependence was truly being lived out, and that was a joy to
experience.

In the main sessions various aspects of the contemplative life
were explored by speakers from different religious traditions.
The similarity of what they said when speaking out of their own
experience was very striking. Often it was described humorously
and the way we laughed together at ourselves told its own story.
‘Oh, that happens in your community too!’ was an often-heard
remark. Best of all, for me, was the graphic description of a
harassed novice in the kitchen of a Buddhist monastery; that
was enough to convince me that it would be the same wherever
I went. It is often a temptation to think that it would be
different somewhere else, something which was most movingly
expressed by a monk at the closing session. The discovery that
it is not gives us all the courage to go on living the life in our
own patch.

As one who often doubts the validity of the contemplative
monastic life I was greatly inspired to find so many people all
actually living it. How can I convey the power of that? At the
closing session we did not plan to prolong or repeat the unique
experience we had shared, but determined to go back to our
own monasteries and actually live it (‘practise’) in our own way
and in our own place. ‘When I am home again, chanting the
Office, praying in silence, doing the chores, I shall be
encouraged to think of you all doing the same’ said one strictly
enclosed nun. The visual impression of everyone seated around
an extremely beautiful floral mandala conjures up for me that
encouragement and makes me grateful that our own Rule
requires us ‘to pray for the monastic life in all its forms.” The
witness of the other delegates gives me permission to attempt to
live this seemingly crazy way of life.

SISTER JUDITH, Novice SLG
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Items from the Conference Programme available on Tape

1.

38

7.

Introduction by Christopher Titmuss and Swami
Dayatmananda (Ramakrishna Vedanta Centre).

‘The Role of Contemplative Communities in
Contemporary Society’, ten minute presentations by Dom
Cyprian Smith OSB (Ampleforth), Sr Lucy Smith OSB
(Turvey), Sr Candasiri (Amaravati Community), Rev
Master Daishin Morgan (Throssel Hole Priory), Dom
Aldhelm Cameron-Brown OSB (Prinknash) and John Jones
(The Life Foundation School of Therapeutics).

Questions and answers from 2.

“Transcendence, the Heart of Contemplative Life’, talks by
Sr Rosemary SLG and Ajahn Sucitto (of the Amaravati
Community).

Questions and answers from 4.

‘Fellowship of the Way’, questions and reflections, Sr
Jayanti (Brahma Kumaris) and Ajahn Sumedho.

Closing Reflections, Ajahn Sumedho.

Each of these 7 tapes is available at £2.50 each, postage and
packing inclusive, from:

Amaravati Cassettes,
‘Delfreyn’, 22 Pantlwyd, Llan Ffestiniog,
Gwynedd LL41 4PP.

Because of the difficulty of recording question and answer sessions, nos.
3 and 5 are not easy to hear.

19



TRANSCENDENCE,
THE HEART OF CONTEMPLATIVE LIFE

SISTER ROSEMARY SLG

The stupa here at Amaravati is one of many religious symbols
which direct our attention up to the sky; the spires of our
gothic cathedrals and parish churches do the same, pointing us
beyond our world, to what is unknown and mysterious, without
limit, speaking of spiritual aspiration and challenge. It is said
that Alexander the Great could never look out from his tent
door without experiencing pothos, a restless urge to move on
again to the far horizon. When I was preparing for my monastic
profession the collect for the week seemed to sum up perfectly
what it was about:

Lead us to seek beyond our reach
and give us the courage to stand before your truth

a prayer which I made my own then, and have often been glad
of since.

To be without sight of the sky is a terrible deprivation for
human beings. I think of John McCarthy held hostage in Beirut
risking a beating, or worse, for peeling back a corner of tape
from the window to catch—perhaps—a glimpse of daylight. Or
St Joan, in Shaw’s play, protesting that if all she had gained by
the recantation forced out of her under torture was prison, out
of sight of the sky and the trees, then she would hold to the
truth of her voices and go to the stake. Which she did. To be
without the dimension of transcendence is no less a deprivation
for human beings than to be without sight of the sky, and
similarly disorientating. The sky which we cannot grasp in our
hands, or get our minds around, is so important to us because it
is the source of the light by which we can see. And
contemplation, whether we use that word as a highly technical
term or in its every-day sense, is surely about seeing.

Some of us will most naturally think of ‘transcendence’ as
the act of transcending, while others may put more emphasis on
‘the Transcendent’. Can it help us to reflect together on
‘transcendence as the heart of contemplative life’ to think for a
moment of transcendence as that by which we can see?
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Let us begin by looking, and looking at small things quite
near at hand. We have the authority of Jesus in the gospels for
considering the birds of the air and the lilies of the field: I am
going to stretch a point and focus on a sparrow and a hazelnut.

[Here Sr Rosemary quoted and reflected on the well-known
passage in which Bede describes a sparrow flying quickly
through a banqueting hall on a winter’s night (The History of
the English Church and People, 11:3) and the ‘shewing’ of a
hazelnut to Lady Julian. ]

...Even more concentrated than the reversible image of Bede’s
sparrow, Julian’s hazelnut is a point at which the opposites of
being and non-being cross and are transcended. It is a point of
entry into another way of looking.

When a young man came to Jesus looking for a point of entry
(‘What must I do to enter into eternal life?’), he was directed to
the moral law and then to a path of practical renunciation.
Perhaps he already had a degree of insight into how much was
being asked of him—he had come to Jesus as to one who
knew—for, at that moment at least, he turned away from the
too great demand ‘with a heavy heart’. Jesus’ emphatic
comment, ‘It is easier for a camel to pass through the eye of a
needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God’ (Matt.
19:24) has sometimes been softened by commentators. They
are at pains to explain that there was a gateway through
Jerusalem’s city wall so narrow that it was nicknamed the
Needle’s Eye, and camels had to unload to get through. But,
surely, that is to miss the point, as well as the joke: think of the
eye of a needle (it is an anachronism, but think of a steel needle
with the finest possible eye) and think of a great lumpish loaded
camel, all knobbly, with its nose in the air, trying to get
through. Impossible! Ludicrous! The next time you can’t sleep,
don’t count sheep, count camels going through the eye of a
needle—and see if you recognize them! It is Iudicrous,
impossible (the gospel shows in the dialogue which follows that
this is precisely the word to use)—and that is what turns it into
a break-through point. Renunciant life holds us at a point of
voluntary limitation, the place of being nothing at all, and

21



opens on to limitlessness and freedom. In the Christian tradition
we understand the process of passing through this being-
nothing-at-all in terms of sharing in the mystery of Christ’s
death and passage to eternal life.

Here I want to draw attention to a paradoxical notion of
transcendence which is—as far as I know—peculiarly Christian.
It is the thought that God, who is already without limits and
‘beyond’, transcends himself by self-limitation. He comes down,
into the conditioned, created realm. Specifically, he becomes
human; he becomes a man, at a particular moment in history,
and in a particular country and culture; he is subject to death,
in fact he lets himself be killed, and the extent of his self-
limitation is graphically demonstrated when the God-man is
nailed to a cross of wood and suffers a sense of being forsaken
by Gaod....

Such an understanding of Christ, ‘who though he was in the
form of God, did not count equality with God a thing to be
grasped, but emptied himself® (Phil. 2:6), lies behind my
confidence that it is no betrayal of him to learn from the
Buddhist way of self-emptying and non-attachment. Indeed, I
respond to it with spontaneous joy and a sense of recognition.
But ‘seeking beyond our reach’ and ‘standing before truth’
belong together, and stability in the form of my own Christian
and monastic commitment is also very necessary. I find
encouragement for both openness and perseverance in the
medieval symbolism of a monk stretched and nailed on a cross.
A contemporary of Julian’s in the fourteenth century called this
being ‘nailed to the cross of your order’, and the early twelfth-
century Ancrene Riwle, written for anchoresses and possibly
known to her, teaches the same. ‘Order’ probably meant in this
context a ‘monastic order’ of some kind, and the image is
especially applicable for one who is ‘nailed’ by life-long vows.
But could it also apply to any faithfully sustained form of
contemplative life? Nailed to the cross of whatever particular
circumstances and tradition? And finding salvation, liberation,
realization, transcendence thereby?

I have chosen three aspects of daily life to mention briefly
because they afford us such constant practice, and because they
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have been investigated so intensively in all traditions for many
generations: human relationships, doctrines and religious forms,
and the desires of the heart.

Desire first. When I returned to my community after staying
at Amaravati I began to tell my Sisters a bit about it, and the
basis of the life here; I talked about getting to the bottom of
suffering and knowing that it comes to an end with the
cessation of desire. Afterwards one of the Sisters asked me how
it could be that here the practice is directed towards the
quelling of desire, whereas Christian contemplative prayer,
often and even most characteristically, consists in desire, in
wanting God. Are we using ‘desire’ to mean different things? Is
there a real conflict here? I could not answer, but the question
surfaced again as I thought about what I might say this
morning. In our tradition desire is often regarded as the means
of transcending, the very thing which leads us to ‘seek beyond
our reach’. The basic premise is that we want what is good, and
that that ultimately means that we want God. But we are
confused, and many things that seem attractive turn out to be
not so good, or to be no good at all, and actually draw us away
from God. By observing the workings of desire in our hearts,
taking the monastery as a school of desire, we may learn to be
less mixed up about what we really want. One word for desire,
epektasis, refers to longing derived from dawning knowledge of
God, who since he is infinite gives rise to endless longing. But it
is liberating, not binding, desire, and based on truth, and in that
at least may have some likeness to cessation.

Finding a way through religious doctrines and forms is
related and no less paradoxical. Are they not our best guides to
transcending, enabling us to follow a spiritual path at all?
Certainly we must trust them and love them for what they give
us, but not mistake the path for the end. A certain darkness on
the way, and disillusionment, may help us and purify the heart.
Ugly statues, contradictory rules, and some of the un-uplifting
aspects of day-in-day-out religion provide marvellous
opportunities for transcending! As well as the subtleties and
safeguards integral to doctrine itself. Even tragic and bloody
religious rivalries can teach us, like a sharp blow, to go beyond
our own convictions and mere opinion to mutual respect.
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Human relatedness is probably the field in which we are most
fully engaged, most vulnerable, most liable to surprise, delight,
despair or breakthrough, and about which I can say least. It is
where I have found the most opportunity to reach the limit,
and go on beyond it. In an enclosed community we sometimes
experience ‘the pressure cooker effect’; living at close quarters
with nowhere to let off steam. Then ‘transcendence, the heart
of contemplative life’ is not a matter of beautiful thoughts or
striking images, or even heroic virtue, but reaching screaming
point and not screaming; or getting in a bit of a tizz, but doing
the next thing to be done all the same.

Subconsciously, or even consciously, we may lay down all
sorts of conditions before responding to a call to this way. One
of my conscious provisions before testing my vocation to
monastic life was that I would not sacrifice my ‘intellectual
integrity’. I have also caught myself carrying on along the lines
of ‘unless I can do it my way’, ‘unless I can be in control’,
‘unless I have a really wise teacher’, ‘unless I can make sense of
it, be praised, get my share of bliss ...’—you will know the sort
of thing. The conditions laid down in the gospel for entering
into life are a good corrective to all this: ‘Unless you are born
again ...’; ‘unless you become as a little child ...’; ‘unless a corn
of wheat falls into the ground and dies ...”; “‘unless you take up
your cross and follow ...” In other words, if I may be allowed
the interpretation, unless you go through the eye of that needle,
find the invisible aperture in the haystack of events and
impressions and go beyond, you might as well not be alive at all.

When you have found the needle’s eye, and sometimes I
think that eye is nothing other than my self, something of the
light of eternity shines through. What is impossible is, and that
is all right.

Extracts from the draft of a talk given at the Conference, cf.
tape 4 above.
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THE SPIRITUAL WORLD OF SAINT EPHREM

SISTER EDMEE SLG

The article under ‘Ephraem Syrus’ in the first edition of the
Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church (1957), hardly
encourages a desire to become further acquainted with that
great poet and theologian:

Ephraem’s voluminous exegetical, dogmatic, controversial,
and ascetical writings are mostly in verse. Their inspiration
is Scriptural throughout, but their style, characterized by
repetitions and the accumulation of metaphors, is repellent
to modern readers, though it was much appreciated by his
Syrian contemporaries.

The entry goes on to tell us that ‘among his very varied literary
productions are cycles of hymns on the great feasts of the
Church’, but any interest this information might kindle is at
once quenched by mention of ‘the Last Things, funeral hymns
and refutations of heretics’, a selection of whom are cited,
followed by: ‘One of his favourite subjects was the Last Judge-
ment, which he described in terrifying colours.’

A comparison of this entry with the nearly identical one in
the Second Revised Edition of the ODCC (1974), reveals a
minimal improvement in tone. The accumulation of metaphors
is no longer ‘repellent to the modern reader’ but ‘alien to
modern taste’, and a sentence has been added which pays
tribute to the fact that Ephraem’s ‘liturgical poetry had a great
influence on the development of both Syriac and Greek
hymnography.’

What sort of advance can we expect from the Third Revised
Edition of the ODCC (whenever that may be)? The movement
in recent years toward the recovery of a Semitic/biblical
Christianity is attracting an increasing number of students to
the study of the Syriac Fathers following the lead of such
scholars as Sebastian Brock, Reader in Syriac Studies in the
University of Oxford. It is likely, therefore, that the article on
Ephrem (as his name is now usually spelt) will be subject not
merely to some further improvement in tone but to a radical

25



rewriting which should give us an estimate of him blessedly
discontinuous with one having its roots in a nineteenth-century
western outlook, remote from the wellsprings of early Syriac
imagery. Meanwhile, the publication of Sebastian Brock’s The
Luminous Eye,* subtitled ‘The Spiritual World Vision of Saint
Ephrem’, enables us to discover the riches of Ephrem’s vision
for ourselves, and I should like to commend this lovely book to
as many of our readers as possible and, in particular, to those
who bear the responsibility of preaching the Word of God.

I

The Luminous Eye is a presentation and interpretation for the
general reader of the greatest writer in the early Syriac period.
Ephrem (c.306-373) stands in the Semitic tradition of Syriac
Christianity and represents the third stream of Christian
tradition, quite distinct from the Greek and Latin streams in
which western Christians have been formed. In his Introduction
Dr Brock writes that Ephrem’s importance ‘lies in the fact that
he is the one major writer who is a representative of Semitic-
Asian Christianity in its as yet unhellenized and uneuropeanized
form.” He continues:

Saint Ephrem is thus a writer who can pre-eminently serve
as a link and meeting point between European Christianity
on the one hand, and Asian and African Christianity on
the other. For those whose Christian tradition is of
European background, Ephrem provides a refreshing
counterbalance to an excessively cerebral tradition of
conducting theological enquiry, while for Asian and
African Christians Ephrem is the one great Church Father
and theologian whose poetic writings will be readily
accessible, without requiring any prior knowledge of Greek
philosophical terminology and tradition. (p.15)

The significance of a Christianity which is unhellenized and
uneuropeanized will be apparent to anyone who has encoun-
tered Africans and Asians in whom there is a resistance to our
‘excessively cerebral tradition’” on the one hand, and a dis-
appointment with the ‘Thought for the Day’ kind of fare on the

* See the note at the end of the article for details.
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other. For such, and in our multi-racial society there are now
many such, the vividness, vitality, power and paradox of
Ephrem’s spiritual world vision will be immediately comprehen-
sible and congenial, while for those of us who are Hellenized
and Europeanized, Sebastian Brock has made Ephrem equally
comprehensible and congenial—as I shall attempt to indicate in
what follows.

II

Brock begins, in the chapter ‘Saint Ephrem’s Theological
Approach’, by showing that Ephrem abhorred theological
definitions as both potentially dangerous and potentially
blasphemous: dangerous because ‘by providing ‘“boundaries’
they are likely to have a fossilizing effect on people’s
conception of the subject under enquiry, which is, after all,
none other than the human experience of God’, and ‘blasphe-
mous when these definitions touch upon some aspect of God’s
Being: for by trying to “define’” God one is in effect attempting
to contain the Uncontainable, to limit the Limitless’ (p.24).
Ephrem’s radically different approach to that of the search for
theological definitions is by way of paradox and symbolism,
and his vehicle of expression is poetry, in which he follows the
Old Testament prophets to whom the tradition in which he
wrote stood so close. But, as Brock points out in the
Introduction, ‘this difference of approach ... does not prevent
Ephrem from being a theologian with a very profound sense of
orthodox belief” (p.14).

The concepts, themes and imagery outlined in the chapter on
Ephrem’s theological approach, and more fully developed in
later chapters, include: ‘Creator-Creation’, ‘The Hidden and the
Revealed’, ‘The Two Times’ (namely, ordinary, historical time
and sacred time), ‘The Divinity as Fire’, ‘Clothing’ (a fascinating
theme in Ephrem’s history of salvation), ‘The Eye, Light and
Mirror’, and much else. The chapter continues with a section
called ‘The Three Modes of Divine Self-Revelation’, the first
being by means of types and symbols which are present in both
Nature and in Scripture; the second by means of the ‘names’ or
metaphors which God allows to be used of himself in Scripture;
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and the third, and above all, by means of the Incarnation. After
discussing Ephrem’s understanding of the term ‘symbol’ the
author continues:

Clearly Ephrem’s strong understanding of what a symbol is
leads him to a very positive attitude to the two main
vehicles for symbols, the biblical text (and above all the
Old Testament) and the natural world round about him.
Scripture and Nature (ktaba and kyana) indeed constitute
God’s two witnesses, as required by Jewish law (John
8:17); they are

the witnesses which reach everywhere,

are found at all times,

are present at every moment,

rebuking the unbeliever who denies the Creator.
(pp41-42)

It is Ephrem’s complete at-homeness with Old Testament
metaphor and symbol, and his assumption—which he shares
with all the Fathers—of the unity of the Old with the New
Testament, which makes him especially important for modern,
western Christianity which has largely lost the sense that the
Two Testaments tell one story. Ephrem’s rapture on reading
Genesis is characteristic:

I read the opening of this book

and was filled with joy,

for its verses and lines

spread out their arms to welcome me;

the first rushed out and kissed me,

and led me on to its companions. (p.163)

The chapter on Ephrem’s theological approach concludes
with a section on ’The Interpretation of Scripture’, and in the
final chapter, ‘Saint Ephrem Today’, the subject is again treated
explicitly (it is, of course, implicit throughout) and a contrast
made with the modern biblical scholar whose primary concern
is with historical truth and for whom Ephrem’s method of scrip-
tural exegesis will have no appeal. ‘This is because Ephrem is
interested in a very different mode of understanding, where the
object of enquiry is not historical truth but spiritual reality—a
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very different sort of truth, possessing a different mode of
objectivity’ (p.161). After noting that both approaches are
valid, and can even ‘happily, and indeed fruitfully co-exist’
(there is nothing combative in Brock’s gentle tone, which may
explain why he is so effective in putting over a spiritual master
deemed ‘alien to modern taste’), the author goes on to describe
Ephrem’s view that Scripture possesses two kinds of meaning,
the outer historical meaning and the inner spiritual meaning,
which Ephrem sometimes calls ‘the hidden power’ and which
for him corresponds to the traditional doctrine of the divine
inspiration of the Scriptures. Brock continues:

The inner meaning, or ‘hidden power’, is as objectively
present in Scripture as is the outer historical meaning. But
whether its presence is actually perceived by the reader or
the hearer of Scripture is another matter, for this inner
meaning can only be perceived by the inner eye, and the
light by which that operates is the light of faith. (p.162)

II1

There are two chapters in The Luminous Eye, ‘The Robe of
Glory’ and ‘The Bridal Chamber of the Heart’, from which I
should like to draw out briefly some representative ideas from
Ephrem’s theological vision.

‘The Robe of Glory’ begins with a hymn on the Incarnation:

All these changes did the Merciful One make,
stripping off glory and putting on a body;

for He had devised a way to reclothe Adam

in that glory which Adam had stripped off.

Christ put on clothes, instead of Adam’s skins;

He was baptized for Adam’s sin,

His body was embalmed for Adam’s death,

He rose and raised up Adam in his glory.

Blessed is He who descended,

put Adam on and ascended! (p-89)

The theme of a primordial ‘robe of glory’ which was stripped
from Adam at the Fall but available to humanity again by the
descent of the Divine Word when, ‘stripping off glory and
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putting on a body ... He rose and raised up Adam in his glory’,
is shown to be a wonderfully rich one in Ephrem. In his
Commentary on Genesis, on the verse, ‘the two of them were
naked, but they were not ashamed’ (2:25), Ephrem comments:

It was because of the glory in which they were wrapped
that they were not ashamed. Once this glory had been
taken away from them, after the transgression of the
commandment, they were ashamed, because they had been
stripped of the glory. (p.87)

For Ephrem, Brock summarizes, ‘the entire purpose of the
Incarnation is to reclothe Adam, that is, humanity, in this lost
‘robe of glory’ (ibid.). And, as we should expect, the first
person to be thus reclothed is Mary:

The Son of the Most High came and dwelt in me,
and I became His mother.

Just as I gave birth to Him

—a further birth, so too did He give birth to me,
—a second birth: He put on His mother’s robe
—her body, while I put on His glory. (p.89)

The ‘second birth’ here is the ‘baptism’ Mary undergoes by
virtue of bearing Christ in her womb—a non-literal view which
allows us, I think, in our use of Ephrem for our time, to
understand baptism in certain contexts as a metaphor extending
to all in whose womb truth is conceived, nurtured and delivered
to the world.

A little further on, in a section called ‘Christ’s Baptism and
Christian Baptism’, we are introduced to another stage in the
history of the ‘robe of glory’. Ephrem sees Christ’s baptism as
part of the process of the ‘mingling in’ of God with human
experience as well as that the Word not only ‘puts on a body’
but also ‘puts on the waters of baptism’. Later in the section we
find Ephrem looking forward from Christ’s baptism to Christian
baptism: the descent of the Spirit at Christ’s baptism indicates,
he says, that the Spirit is given by baptism. And in a single line
he sums up the wonder of the Christian on contemplating the
Incarnation:

Our body was Your clothing, Your Spirit was our robe.

(p.93)
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In the next section, ‘The Wedding Garment’, we meet the
guest who turns up at the wedding feast without a wedding
garment (Matt. 22:1—14), namely, ‘the robe of glory’ acquired
at baptism, which must be kept unspotted for the eschatological
wedding feast. Brock explains that in Syriac exegetical tradition
‘it is not the case that the wedding guest never had a wedding
garment; rather, he had been given one—at baptism—but he had
lost or soiled it” (p.95). The reader might object here that the
text does not wholly support such an interpretation and, taking
a hint from Mary’s ‘baptism’, it seems likely that this guest
never had a wedding garment but, like a thief or a robber has
come up by some other way, having neither borne truth in his
womb nor put on Christ at baptism, hence the question:
‘Friend, how camest thou in hither not having a wedding
garment?” Nevertheless, the kind of reading between the lines
that we find employed here by Ephrem is characteristic of the
Judaic/midrashic tradition to which Ephrem was heir (p.20),
and it has the effect of forcing the reader to pause and think
carefully about the Biblical text.

The theme of baptism is also important in the chapter ‘The
Bridal Chamber of the Heart’, first because it is at his baptism
that Christ is revealed as the heavenly Bridegroom, and
secondly, in the section ‘The Church as Bride’, because one of
the many aspects of Christian baptism is betrothal to Christ. In
this same section we find that Christ’s own Wedding Feast is the
Eucharist where the bride is both the Church and each
individual soul:

The soul is Your bride, the body Your bridal chamber,
Your guests are the senses and the thoughts.

And if a single body is a wedding feast for You,

how great is Your banquet for the whole Church! (p.125)

In the final section of this chapter, which carries the same
heading, ‘The Bridal Chamber of the Heart’, we find that the
image of the body as the bridal chamber where the soul meets
the Bridegroom at the Eucharist becomes the image of the heart
as the bridal chamber:

How wonderful is this abundance
that the Lord should reside in us continually,
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for He has left the heavens and descended:
let us make holy for Him the bridal chamber of our hearts.
(p.128)
There is a lovely progression in this chapter which cannot be
conveyed here but it takes us finally to a hymn on Prayer and
Faith. Prayer and Faith are both ‘betrothed brides, but they
have different roles: one lives indoors, the other out of doors’
(p.129). For Ephrem the ‘inner chamber’ of Matthew 6:6, in
which Jesus tells us to pray with the door closed, is the chamber

of the heart:

Prayer that has been refined is a virgin in the ‘inner chamber’;
if she pass the ‘door’ of the mouth, she is like one gone
astray.
Truth is her bridal chamber, love her crown,
stillness and silence are the trusty eunuchs at her door.
She is betrothed to the King’s Son; let her not wantonly
come out...

Faith, on the other hand, will find herself reckoned among
those who denied their Lord, if, for fear, or any other reason,
she remains silent. Let her ‘who is publicly the bride’

be escorted
in the streets, carried on the back of the voice
from the mouth to another bridal chamber,
that of the ear. (p.130)

v

If we return to our opening quotation from the Oxford
Dictionary of the Christian Church to discover what was con-
sidered ‘repellent’ or, at best, ‘alien’ to modern readers in
Ephrem, we find that it was ‘repetitions and the accumulation
of metaphors’—a charge which applies equally to the bulk of the
Old Testament itself, especially to the Prophets who were poets
writing, for the most part, in poetry and for whom ‘repetition
and the accumulation of metaphors’ were then, as now, a means
of expressing the poetic vision.

In a recent lecture called ‘Ecology, Theology and Poetry’,
based on his book The Cosmic Covenant, Robert Murray SJ
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pleaded for a re-reading of the Old Testament and in particular
of those poetic books such as Isaiah and the Psalms, which
abound in metaphors, from which he has drawn a group of
biblical ideas well summed up in the formula of the World
Council of Churches, ‘Justice, Peace and the Integrity of
Creation.” After discussing the way in which modern theology
has failed to move our hearts in regard to ecology, Dr Murray
(who, it is important to mention in this context, is likewise a
leader in the field of Syriac Studies with Sebastian Brock) urged
a return to the poetic vision (in, for example, Hildegard, St
Francis, Shakespeare and Blake) as a more certain means of
arousing our conscience and imagination in the face of moral
evil and our misuse of the natural world.

In the light of that lecture I looked again at the section in
The Luminous Eye called ‘Ephrem’s Ecological Vision’. In it we
are reminded of the many times in the course of the book we
have seen Ephrem’s poetic vision set Nature side by side with
Scripture as a witness to God:

In his book Moses described

the creation of the natural world,

so that both the natural world and His book

might testify to the Creator:

the natural world, through humanity’s use of it,
the book, through his reading of it. (p.164)

The right use of the natural world comes only with right
response which, for Ephrem, ‘is essentially one of wonder and
gratitude’. Wrong response, the misuse of free will and wrong
choices disturb cosmic harmony and bring disorder into the
natural world, while human injustice has unexpected
consequences in nature:

Because Jezebel defrauded Truth,

the earth refused its produce,

the womb of the earth held back, as a reproof,
the seeds that the farmer had lent it ...

(p-165)

Ephrem would indeed, as Brock suggests, make an appropriate
patron saint for ecologists. His eye is never more luminous than
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when it contemplates the relationship between action and the
creation, and to enter into his understanding of this relationship
is to see one’s own actions in a different light.

There is much else in Ephrem’s thought which, in The
Luminous Eye, has been brought to bear on the concerns of our
time. These concerns are producing many changes in our
established modes of thought, and in another generation or two
much that is familiar and precious will have gone and a new
generation will require different resources for the transmission
of what is eternal in the Christian revelation. If the movement
towards the recovery of a Semitic/biblical Christianity points to
the future, then we will find ourselves wanting to make friends
with some of the great figures of Syriac Christianity. It is just
this discovery of a friend in the Syriac tradition which Sebastian
Brock’s profound and profoundly sympathetic presentation of
St Ephrem allows us to make.

Note: The Luminous Eye by Sebastian Brock was first pub-
lished by the Centre for Indian and Inter-Religious
Studies (C.ILS.), Rome, 1985, and is now available in a
revised edition published by Cistercian Publications,
1992, in both hardback and paperback. The paperback
edition is available direct from SLG Press, price £11.95
including postage and packing, for any Chronicle
subscriber in the UK who has difficulty in obtaining a
copy from their local bookshop. Overseas subscribers
may order it from Cistercian Publications, St Joseph's
Abbey, Spencer, MA 01562, USA, for $15.95 plus
postage and packing.

34



‘THE CHRISTLIKE GOD’

SISTER EILEEN MARY SLG

More than twenty years have elapsed since John V. Taylor
published his work, The Go-Between God and so introduced a
new title for the Holy Spirit into the Christian vocabulary. This
companion volume, The Christlike God,” has for its theme the
Christlike nature of the God that Christians worship. It is based
upon Michael Ramsey’s famous remark, ‘God is Christlike and
in him there is no unChristlikeness at all.” Although we often
have positive images of Jesus, it is less easy for us to to relate
these to God the Father, especially if we have negative
memories of our own fathers. Such crude impressions can only
be corrected by more and deeper thought than we are some-
times inclined to give. While it is true that ultimately we come
to know God through love rather than thought, thinking and
loving are not alternatives but alternating stages towards a
mature relationship with him. In the religious culture in which
we live it is all the more necessary to be clear about what we
believe.

For us who are Christians this is quite simply in reverent
appreciation of the beliefs and prayers of others to affirm
that whatever he is, God is Christlike and vulnerable in his
love and that we have found in that revelation the salva-
tion that all peoples look for. (p.5)

Although it is not indicated in the list of contents, this book
falls into two sections. Chapters 1—6 describe the human race’s
stumbling approaches to God through history, philosophy and
experience. In chapters 7—10 we are shown his approach to us
in and through creation, providence and co-inherence. It may be
that some readers will prefer to read the second half first!

In the first chapter the author discusses four ways in which
we acquire our ideas about God. These are through authority,
experience, hearsay and reflection. Authority, usually enshrined
in a written Scripture, is the cornerstone, but through reflection
and experience a tradition is built up which applies Scripture to
everyday life. This, however, would not get us very far as

* SCM Press, 1992, £9.95. 3



individuals were it not for our own personal glimpses of vision
which are given not because we are extraordinary but because
we are human. Although such experiences are often viewed with
suspicion from within and without the Church, we have ample
evidence collected by the Alastair Hardy Research Centre to
show how widespread and persistent they are. As we see from
examples given in this book, their impact upon the individual
may be one of beauty, or rescue, or of life’s meaning or of the
dignity of humankind. They represent sudden transfigurations
of the commonplace.

Subsequent reflection on such transfigurations ... creates a

personal value-system and attitude to life, and the corpor-

ate reflections of many minds on many past experiences

within a particular tradition creates the scriptures and

creeds, the prayers and precepts of a religious system.
(p.39)

This corporate meditation is the subject of the next two
chapters. In the first the author describes the history of
formative reflection in the Primal, Indian and Classic Greek
traditions, and in the second its development within Judaism
and Christianity. The foundations of a Christian doctrine about
God are to be found in the interaction between these contrast-
ing traditions.

So we are taken through the history of religious conscious-
ness beginning with a sense of the numinous attached to natural
objects such as stones or trees. Basic human experiences of
birth, sickness, death, and partaking of food also seemed to be
infused with this supernatural light. In the course of time it
became personified either in the form of ancestral spirits or as
gods and goddesses who could be placated by taboos or manipu-
lated with sacrifices. In contrast to this was the mystical Eastern
belief in a single unity embracing all things. It brought with it a
blissful sense of wholeness but also a conviction that the
physical world, in its transience and multiplicity, was an
illusion. Ultimate being could be found only in the depths of
one’s being, as a Self beyond the self. On the other hand, Greek
philosophy taught that God was transcendent, unchanging and
solitary, unknowable and unknowing, who was the reality
behind the transient beauty of earth.
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This conception of God penetrated into Christian mysticism,
alongside and often in opposition to the God of the Old and
New Testaments, for Jews believed that Yahweh was fully
involved in their life delivering them from sin and slavery and
sealing his union with them in an unbreakable covenant.
Ultimately, his kingdom would be established on earth but,
until then, his presence could be found in the prescriptions of
the Torah. There God was immanent in every detail of life, the
Beyond at heart of the material world sanctifying it in and
through his people.

Jesus was born into this tradition and the author movingly
describes him through the eyes of his disciples. Their limited
understanding is contrasted with his self-understanding and
their obtuseness with his acceptance of death and the potential
that lay within it.

After Jesus had been raised from the dead, the disciples
gradually came to acknowledge his divinity and to recognize
God as a Trinity of Persons. In the words of Bishop Taylor:
‘Within thirty years or less after the death of the man Jesus,
their reflections upon their experience of him had crystallised
into all the essentials of later Christology’ (p.98).

Next follows a detailed exposition of the confrontation of
Christian experience with European philosophy. Belief in the
divinity of Jesus challenged those bulwarks of philosophy which
denied any direct involvement of God in the running of the
universe. These included assertions about his inaccessibility,
unity, unchangeability and impassibility. Christian theologians
accepted these propositions but needed to interpret them in the
light of Christian revelation. How, they asked, could such a God
transcend himself? Bishop Taylor gives the answer:

Not, like the rich fool, by pulling down the barns of his
infinitude to build greater, but like that other landowner
by running to meet his ‘other’ while he is yet far off. He
who has all and is all surpasses himself only by overflowing
in self-dispossession. (pp.114-5)

Humanity too, created in the image of God, has received this
capacity for self-transcendence through love.
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He whose thoughts are higher than ours makes his absolute
difference the means by which we may become different.
He is holy in his self-commitment, by being in the midst,
by sharing, as it were, his lifestream with that of human
beings. (p.156)

What this means for God is then shown through his relationship
with the community of the Jewish people.

The Holy One of Israel is committed to the world and to
historical events within it, and is to be known only in
terms of that relationship. (p.148)

It is marked by a spontaneous outflow of unqualified love on
one side and repeated infidelity on the part of the other.

Yahweh’s relation to his beloved people is represented as a
battle of will precisely because it is love—his hope and
purpose and promise pitted against their stubborn inertia,
their preference for the second-rate, the less exacting way,
the status quo. (p.161)

Bishop Taylor movingly describes the divine tragedy as it is
expressed in the writings of the prophets. He shows that even
before the coming of Christ God knew what it was to love and
to suffer. And what is true of God’s relationship to the Jews is a
mirror in which, at least in part, we may see the history of all
peoples.

This marks the end of the historical part of the author’s
work. Some readers may find it somewhat dense and demanding
and be tempted to skim over the difficult parts. This would be a
pity. For it is Bishop Taylor’s avowed aim to encourage us to
think more deeply about God, seeing such thought as an
integral part of the whole difficult business of learning to love
him. He now turns to creation theology, and it is this section of
the book which will probably have the most popular appeal.

We are shown the exhilarating world of atoms, molecules,
energy particles and living cells, charged with vitality and
potentiality. The width and depth of God’s love stretches far
beyond sentiment. In the chemistry of creation we see God’s
readiness to let things be more perfectly themselves and to
develop according to their own potentiality. As simple forms
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evolve into more complex ones, using the same basic materials,
changes occur which chemistry cannot explain. There is an
interplay between the rules of the game and chance, for ‘God
has used the inherent capacity of all things and their open-
endedness as the two main tools in his workshop’ (p.186).
Potentiality is at the heart of creation. ‘It is the undefined
future latent in the present. Potentiality has many affinities
with the immanent God’ (p.187).

God has put himself at risk by letting go of power. He has
put himself in a condition of insecurity dependent on the
choices of his creatures. As God copes with each failure and
disappointment with an ad hoc ‘Where shall we go from here?’
he is revealed as a God not of uncertainty but of hope. The
weapons that evil uses are those of freedom and pain. People
who avoid or pass on pain can never know the healing power of
forgiveness. The aggressive person sees no reason to contain the
sting of injury for the sake of a greater good. Yet God has done
just that through the life and death of his Son. His human
vulnerabilty endured the price of divine forgiveness which is the
confrontation of pain by love.

This chapter is followed by a discussion on the workings of
providence, inbuilt into the scheme of things, or dependent on
human co-operation. In situations in which belief in God’s
providence may seem well-nigh impossible, the author suggests
that we should consider Christ’s response. Human beings, he
says, are always looking backwards for explanations whereas
Jesus looked to the future.

He had the gift of fitting out a bad situation with a new
reason ... It was the potentiality that appealed to him.
‘What shall we make of this?’ (p.230)

We ourselves may be his answer as agents of providence in the
relief of suffering, by staying with it and where possible
alleviating the causes of it, ‘For providence’s name is Immanuel,
God with us’ (p.233).

The author next finds an answer to human individualism and
self-sufficiency in the principle of co-nherence, primarily
between persons but also with other created beings. He quotes
extensively and with approval from the works of Charles
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Williams, a friend of C.S. Lewis, who took this idea to a
questionable conclusion. He believed that through ‘vicarious
substitution’ one person could volunteer to carry another’s pain
or fear in his or her own body. We can, of course, bear one
another’s burdens through sympathy, and even empathize
through our own experience of pain but we cannot break down
the dividing line that protects the uniqueness of every person.
How I experience suffering involves my heredity, environment
and DNA and God has provided me with sources of strength to
match the pain. These are not interchangeable. Only Christ who
has passed through death can carry all human pain,and our co-
inherence is in him.

In the last chapter of his book the writer considers how we
can transmit our relationship to the Christlike God into the
world. We all exercise power in our different ways and are
aware of its tendency to corrupt. The antidote lies in the
counter-balancing power of prayer rather than in abdication of
responsibility. This enables us to be fully in the world and its
dynamics, but to see things from God’s point of view.

This is not a book to embark upon lightly although, having
taken the plunge, one is carried along by its richness of thought
and beauty of language. Yet at times we may feel swamped by
the amount of material which has been packed into 280 pages
and wish that Bishop Taylor had presented us with two books
rather than one. With further signposting it would provide
excellent material for a study course, showing as it does new
ways of understanding old doctrines. Although I cannot share
all of the author’s conclusions in the last two chapters of the
book, I can warmly recommend it to all who want to deepen
their ‘I-Thou’ relationship with the living God.

CORRECTION

Dr Lesley Smith, the author of Scriba, Femina, printed in the Summer
issue, is a Senior Research Fellow in Medieval History at Linacre College,
Oxford, not a Lecturer. We apologize for this error.
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JUST PUBLISHED
FROM NEW CITY

THE JOY OF ALL CREATION: An Anglican Meditation on
the Place of Mary, by A.M. Allchin. Revised Edition 1993,
HOROSN ISBN 0 904287 48 3

This book, one third longer than the 1984 edition, has been updated,
revised and expanded by the author to include new texts. Based on
lectures originally given in France in which Canon Allchin considered the
role of Mary in Anglican devotion and doctrine, we are presented not
with an idealized dream figure but with a woman of flesh and blood. Sr
Benedicta commented in her review of the first edition, ‘The quotations
selected for this book are enough to make it a treasure house in itself,
but the prose and poetry of the Anglican tradition is given an appropriate
setting that brings the subject most surely into the twentieth century.’

WIDE AS GOD’S LOVE, edited by Jane Osborn and Sr
Christine SLG. £7.75. ISBN 0 904287 49 1

‘In the last twenty-five years Christian contemplatives have been
discovering the underlying reality which unites the diverse traditions of
the human family,” writes Canon Allchin in his Preface. A selection of
some of the best articles from the Fairacres Chronicle, marking its Silver
Jubilee, bears out this statement. Contributors include Fr Gilbert Shaw,
Mother Mary Clare SLG, Canon A.M. Allchin, Fr Derwas Chitty, Fr
Gregory CSWG, Dame Janet Baker, Bishop Kallistos of Diokleia, Bishop
Peter Walker, Ruth Etchells, and several of the Sisters of the Love of
God. They all truly reflect of Mother Mary Clare’s belief that ‘the one
who prays will have a heart as wide as the love of God itself.’

Both available from SLG Press. Postage and packing extra.

PRIVATELY PRINTED
Glimpses, Poems by Sheila Julian CSC, Illustrated by Robin Elizabeth
Csc. £1.00.
Meditations on aspects of relationship with God, as the new person in
Christ comes to maturity.

Available from St Michael’s Convent, 56 Ham Common, Richmond,
Surrey, TW10 7JH.
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