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SHORT NOTICES 

STARTING FROM SCRATCH, The Nature of Christian Faith by John 
Macquarrie. Available from Harold Copeman, 22 Tawney Street, 
Oxford, OX4 INJ. £4.50 (£5.00 by post, £6.00 by air). 

This book is based on a series of talks given to the parish of St 

Andrew's, Headington, in Lent 1994. The clarity and authority of the 
addresses, and their basis in traditional as well as modem thought, 
will be valued by all who think seriously about religion or who find 
religion difficult. 

DRIVE SLOW SLOW, Endesha Polepole, Carlotta Johnson. Available 
from the author at Fordwich House, Hepscott, Morpeth, NE61 6LN. 
£6.00 plus postage and packing. 

An account of six months' sabbatical in three East African countries, 

Tanzania, Kenya and Uganda, the book is written as a descriptive 
diary with attractive spontaneity and vividness, and stimulates the 
reader to think more deeply about the challenge of Africa. 

BOOKS RECEIVED 

From Canterbury Press Norwich 

Approaching Light, Readings and Prayers for Advent and Christmas, 
Paul Iles, £4.95. 

Cana Revisited, A Personal Pilgrimage, John E. Barnes, £4.95. 
Faith and Life Negotiate, A Christian Story-Study, Kenneth Cragg, 

£14.95. 
Men of Habit, The Franciscan Ideal in Action, Bernard Palmer, 

£12.95. 

From Darton, Longman and Todd 

Circles of Silence, Explorations in Prayer with Julian Meetings, 

Robert Llewelyn, £7 .95. 
Here and Now, Living in the Spirit, Henri J.M. Nouwen, £6.95. 



trained to see, one does not always agree with Sister Wendy's 
interpretations. 

The Gaze of Love is another in the same format as her 
previous books, though specifically written as a Lent book. 
There are forty paintings from various centuries to accompany 
the reader through the penitential season. Her commentaries on 
them are sometimes used as an aid to interpreting the Gospels; 
one wonders whether their creators would have agreed with 
some of the Christian statements made. But her prime concern 
is that the reader should use the paintings as an entry into 
prayer. She herself points out that 'the actual reflections 
opposite each are really only to keep one within the presence of 
the art.' 

The introduction to the book is as valuable as the pictures and 
meditations. It is an essay on what prayer is, what sets us 
praying, and how perception changes as we are changed by 
God. It is brisk and down-to-earth: 'Books on prayer are 
dangerous. They take time to read and they demand attention ... 
The real difficulty about prayer is that it has no difficulty. 
Prayer is God's taking possession of us.' The paintings, like any 
tool, 'will only work to the extent that we wish them to work. 
If we fear the truth, if we are essentially reluctant to see what 
we have innocently hidden from ourselves, then nothing can 
open our eyes.' This is true of all the means we employ to help 
us pray. If this one 'works' for you, Sister Wendy's purpose 
will be well fulfilled. 

SISTER CHRISTINE SLG 
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COMMUNITY NOTES 

What is certain about the 'message of Christmas' is that it 
is not one of soothing reassurance and cosy sentimentality. 
It tells of 'the things that cannot be and that are', something 
stupendous, too good to be true: It is something which 
shatters our safe piety and challenges us to accept total 
insecurity and to be divested of every certainty. 'Tradi­
tional' observance of Christmas, sacred as well as secular, 
can blind us to what the eternal fact of the Incarnation 
really means. 

God shows his love for us by taking a vast risk, and each 
Christmas we are jolted into looking at it afresh. He 
'empties himself' and puts himself into our hands so that 
we can reject and refuse him, misunderstand and abuse him, 
manipulate and use him. Or we can try, by his grace, to 
respond with a love that does, however feebly, take its 
character from his. 

So wrote Sister Jane in her Christmas letter of 1974. The same 
theme of challenge to our security was at the heart of the 
thought-provoking and stimulating talks Father Richard Buck 
gave us at Fairacres during our pre-Advent retreat. They were 
set in the context of the unprecedented changes in Church and 
society which have affected us all in the past forty years. Our 
lives were set out on a wide canvas indeed. He pointed us to a 
multitude of signs which indicate a recovery of confidence in 
God and in ourselves, however much we may feel that we have 
been 'divested of every certainty'. The Advent message of hope 
was very clear. 

You may think that a week of retreat at Fairacres means 
idyllic peace and quiet; often it does, but this time it was set 
against a background of electric saws, pneumatic drills and 
hammers. Our good-natured and hardworking builders continue 
their labours to return the kitchen and refectory to working 
order. We had hoped that this first phase of the works would be 
completed by the end of November, but this has not proved 
possible. However, we still expect the refurbishing of the St 
Joseph's wing to be finished before Easter. 



As I write these notes I am looking forward to a ten-day visit 
at the beginning of December to Germany to visit the Sisters of 
Ordo Pacis at Fleestedt and at Schloben. You will recall Sister 
Isabel Mary's account of her first months with the community at 
Schloben, published in the summer issue of the Chronicle. To 
share even briefly in her experiences of the last nine months 
will be a privilege. 

In January Sr Susan and Sr Sarah will travel to New Zealand 
for five weeks at the invitation of the Trustees of St Isaac's 
Retreat, a small hermitage and retreat house in the Hokianga, in 
the northern part of the North Island. SLG has been asked to 
consider with them the future of this property. This is an 
adventure for both Sisters, as you can imagine. 

As the Chronicle goes to Press we have received news of the 
death of our Oblate Sister Anna Grace on December 2nd in 
Jerusalem. One of the family which founded the Spafford 
Children's Home in the Old City, and engaged in many other 
charitable works, her commitment to 'pray for the peace of 
Jerusalem' was lifelong and entire. Through her association with 
us we have been able to deepen our own call to pray for 
reconciliation and unity especially amongst the people of the 
Middle East. 

Other Oblates have reached landmarks in their vocation in the 
past months. Carolyn Dunlop was received as a Postulant Oblate 
on August 1st, Oblate Sister Julie was received in Annual 
Promises on October 15th, and Oblate Sister Kathleen Madeleine 
made Life Promises on the Feast of All Saints. 

In the past month two Sisters have had books published. 
Sister Eileen Mary's study of the works of St John of the 
Cross, Door Through Darkness, a project which has been dear 
to her heart for several years, has been published by New City. 
It is an exploration into the application of St John's teaching in 
everyday life, and will, I'm sure, help many people who would 
otherwise think him too difficult to understand or irrelevant to 
their own spirituality. You can find out more details about the 
book from the insert included in this Chronicle. 

The other book is The Hidden Joy by Sister Jane. The 
'Community Notes' which she wrote during her years as 
Reverend Mother have been expertly edited by Oblate Sister 
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deeper truthfulness, deeper humility'-and, one might add, 
deeper prayer. She offers what she calls strategies for survival, 
which include learning by heart passages from the Psalms 
expressing desolation as well as the assurance of God's 
goodness. Even the beautiful photographs are mainly of desolate 
scenes: rusting cars on a scrap heap, a dead tree, a snow­
covered mountain side. One in particular seems to capture the 
paradox at the heart of the book: it shows sunflowers, not in 
cheerful bloom but bowed and blackened heads heavy with ripe 
seed. 

Reading about prayer is not the same as doing it, but can be a 
very tempting evasion of the pain and sheer boredom of prayer­
lessness. Heather Ward's book might offer a brief escape; but in 
every section, and almost on every page, we are exhorted to be 
patient, to wait 'refusing to collude with anything offering us 
false light, false hope, false refreshment'. Bleak as this sounds, 
it is the best encouragement to persevere. 

SISTER CATHERINE SLG 

11IE GAZE OF LOVE by Sister Wendy Beckett. Marshall 
Pickering, 1993. £9.99. 

It is very likely that many will have had a first introduction to 
Sister Wendy through curiosity. How would a nun interpret art? 
Her two television series of short commentaries on some of the 
great paintings in British and European collections proved an 
eye-opener in more than one sense. We were presented with 
both a competent art critic and a born teacher eager to 
communicate her enthusiasm for her subject. Anyone who 
followed up the programmes by reading her books, especially 
Modern Women Painters and Art and the Sacred, will have met 
the same gifts and the same conviction which persuaded her to 
make the TV series. She believes that art, and modern art in 
particular, has hidden treasures of spiritual truths awaiting 
discovery by the perceptive viewer. However, for many of us 
modern art is well-nigh incomprehensible, so a method of entry 
into the layers of meaning which painters incorporate into their 
work is greatly appreciated, even if, as the eye and heart are 
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with family past and present, with neighbours and with the 
environment. So it is not surprising to learn that as well as 
being Deputy Director of the Acorn Christian Healing Trust he 
is co-founder of the Order of St Aidan which aims to explore, 
understand and apply the principles and power of Celtic 
Christianity to our land and people today. 

His style could be read either as irritatingly simplistic or the 
writing of a truly simple man, this being my preferred reading. 
The wideranging bibliography indicated by the footnotes in itself 
suggests a truly catholic approach. As the examples and 
anecdotes on which he draws show, he is always ready to 'have 
the eyes of his mind and heart enlarged'. Here personal 
testimony is united to the eirenic work of the Spirit in an 
individual life which responds constantly to the Word of God, 
and to the extensive pastoral ministry which is the fruit of 
ongoing conversion. 

In chapter eight, 'Healing the Land Through Forgiveness' 
Parker describes this as 'an opportunity to explore and reflect 
upon our Christian ministry to the very earth and land upon 
which we live.' This insight, like others in the book, is the fruit 
of reflective praying with the Old Testament as well as the 
New. It is also derived from a truly ecumenical unity in the 
author's heart and is not merely a political solution. He 
acknowledges that healing comes from God's present activity 
and not from our own efforts to repair the past. Throughout the 
book the author recognizes that it is all God's work, expecting 
to be surprised by the Spirit. 

JEANNETTE SEAGAR 

STREAMS IN DRY LAND: Praying when God is distant by 
Heather Ward. Eagle, 1993. £3.99. 

Being unable or unwilling to pray is a common enough 
experience, and can be very depressing and even frightening for 
anyone who has had a gift of spontaneous overflowing prayer. 
In this small book Heather Ward explains how such a condition 
may arise and what it points to: God calling us to 'deeper faith, 
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Dorothy into a short book. She has captured the essence of 
Sister Jane's thought and teaching and we have every reason to 
be grateful to her for this labour of love. There are so many 
treasures in it I would like to share with you all, but the 
Prologue from which I quoted at the beginning of these Notes, 
stands f�r the whole, and I cannot do better than to quote a bit 
more of it to wish you a blessed and peaceful feast: 

The Incarnation is what it is, no matter what we say about 
it. Truth has nothing to fear, and we cannot hide behind 
what we should like it to be, from the impact of what it is. 
Often what we are really anxious about is the threatened 
loss of our own reliable supports and structures. If we can 
submit to exposure, insecurity, and living at risk, we shall 
at least begin to understand what St Paul speaks of as 'the 
mind of Christ' in writing to the Philippians of Jesus' self­
emptying. 

Here, surely, is a way of poverty demanded of all 
Christians, whatever our material circumstances, our way of 
life and theories of spirituality. 

If we have courage to admit the reality of our situation, 
that we can rely only on God, we are open to receive the 
glory which will shine into every corner of our liv_es and 
ourselves, showing up the shadows most starkly, but 1nfl3:Il­
ing us with a delight in God that keeps our perspective 
right and helps us to accept and transcend our own and 
other people's shortcomings because the love of God is so 
much more important. 

ANNE, MOTHER SLG 
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BIAS TO THE POOR 
Homily for the Twenty-fourth Sunday of Year B 

JOHN WOODLEY 

Jesus said to Peter, 'You are not on the side of God 
but of men.' (Mark 8:33) 

To admit the reality of suffering is difficult for those whose 
vision of this world allows little or no place for the existence of 
God. People may tum to various forms of religion expecting to 
discover an escape from the reality of a life which includes 
suffering. The apostle Peter is by no means alone in thinking 
that it was out of the question that the person whom he had just 
recognized and acknowledged to be the promised Messiah should 
rome to any harm-leave alone that he should be put to death. 

Those who are called to enter more deeply and thoughtfully 
into an experience of the Christian faith and way of life will be 
directed and trained to look at life principally from God's point 
of view. However obediently they try to respond to God's call 
they will know that suffering in one form or another is 
something to be faced. This may be an experience of their own 
or that of a member of their family or of their close friends. 
While we may think that we can lay a finger on the cause of or 
reason for our own suffering, it is usually much more of a test 
of our faith in God when we are faced with physical or mental 
suffering in the life of a close friend or relative. 

In time, Christ crone to be identified with the image of the 
Suffering Servant which we find in the reading from Isaiah 
50:5-9. Here we are presented with the picture of a man who is 
humiliated and abject; a man impoverished in a physical sense 
and as seen by the standards of the world, although it is said 
that he is 'untouched by insult'. Should a Christian who tries to 
live completely in obedience to the will of God in accordance 
with the commandments of love expect any different treatment? 

Here I focus on the concept of poverty as an expression of the 
Christ-like way of life-and as perceived in and by the Church 
today. It is frequently the case that the Church has appeared to 
be most effective in terms of mission and evangelism in the 
poorer parts of cities and towns. In such areas the Church at its 
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whodunits. But it is the experience of many who have opened 
this book and begun to read. It grips and carries the reader 
along by its sheer dynamism and enthusiasm, and also by its 
down-to-earthness and the many vignettes of real-life happenings 
from which most of us would not have the insight to draw 
deeper lessons. 

The author is a Cistercian monk who has had experience of 
monastic life in both Europe and Africa, 'working at every 
monastic job from growing tomatoes, keeping bees to binding 
books', as the blurb tells us. 

The title of the book really sums up its whole message. We 
are being told what keeping our eyes on Christ really means in 
the nitty gritty of everyday life, and how just by persevering in 
this 'contemplative' stance we do indeed gradually become 
transformed into Christ. The book is about the meaning of love 
and the consequences of loving. It takes us through the desert 
experience, providing encouragement for the journey, and giving 
a glimpse of what awaits us at the end. In a sense, the whole 
book is like the tapestry the author describes in the very first 
chapter, woven from his own experience and his contact with 
the scriptures, the Fathers of the Church, the saints, the poets, 
and many aspects of this twentieth-century world. 

Read it just for sheer delight, and for encouragement. You 
will be able to identify with all that the author has to say, and 
there will very few people who will not discover fresh ways of 
looking at life and understanding their own problems. 

If you want a short summary of the kind of book this is, then 
know that it is a wise book, with the pithiness and anecdotal 
character of the scriptures themselves. It is the kind of book that 
just seems to spring from life itself, and it will speak to those 
who are themselves alive. 

FR JOHN MOAKLER OCSO 

FORGIVENESS IS HEALING by Russ Parker. Darton, Longman 
and Todd, 1993. £7.95. 

Russ Parker understands redemption as being essentially about 
'reconnectedness', a state which embraces an ever-increasing 
web of relationships with God, with self, with personal history, 
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Some of the originals were composed in 'cynghanedd' , 
which is a system of versification that combines consonantal 
equivalence and internal rhyme . . . The cynghanedd poems 
translated in this volume were composed in ... 
cynghanedd freed from traditional metres, with lines 
accentuated on the basis of rhythm . . . I have not attempted 
to reproduce cynghanedd effects. None of the other poems 
translated here were composed originally in metrical form. 
What I have attempted in both types of rhythm poems is an 
equivalence of phrase, while the rhythms correspond to the 
original Welsh in such a way that the order and feel of the 
English worlds reproduce as far as possible a movement and 
emphasis equivalent to the original sequence. 

On his own admission, ' I  have found some of the originals 
more translatable than others' ,  and this makes Cynthia's 
translations the more admirable. 

This book is not only an aesthetic delight, but also a tool of 
prayer, and it gives a rare insight to those not familiar with the 
Welsh language, ' the language of heaven' as it has been called, 
into one aspect of contemporary Welsh poetry. Cynthia and 
Saunders are to be congratulated on their initiative in making 
the work of an unusual Welsh genius accessible to a wider 
public. 

Canon Allchin writes in his study that Euros Bowen's poetry 
has 'a poetic relevance for our situation' ,  and that 'his work 
demands to be known and celebrated anew, not only in Wales 
and England but far beyond the Island of Britain.' I can only 
heartily endorse that view on spiritual, literary and-dare I 
say?-cultural grounds. 

OBLATE SISTER MARY SLG 

EYES ON THE LORD: View of a Contemplative by Duncan 
Basil. St Paul's, 1994. £4.99. 

It is not often that one can say of a book about prayer and the 
spiritual life that it is so absorbing that one cannot put it down. 
This kind of response is usually reserved for thrillers or 
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poorer parts of cities and towns. In such areas the Church at its 
best has responded practically to the spiritual and material 
deprivations. In recent years prophetic voices have spoken of the 
need for the institutional Church to show a 'bias to the poor' . 
Such calls might be said to imply that, generally speaking, the 
Church is structured and organized mostly for the benefit of the 
rich and well-to-do. However, as has been said before, there is 
a large degree of spiritual poverty among those who form the 
recognized and visible membership of many church congrega­
tions. 

It might appear to the outsider that a good deal of emphasis is 
given to the need to raise money to support the Church, its 
buildings, its administration and its stipendiary personnel. 
Certainly it would be a false view of poverty if the buildings 
that are needed and the leaders who are required were in a bad 
condition and unable to meet the basic spiritual requirements of 
the Church of today. But there is a danger that the work of the 
Church may be seen from the point of view of present-day 
secular standards rather than from the point of view of God. In 
this situation those in positions of authority and influence in the 
Church may offer little more than a patronizing smile to the 
vision of those who have been called to embrace a way of 
Christian living which includes the vow of poverty. However, it 
is the Church of God, and it may be that God needs to allow 
the Church to become impoverished in a worldly sense in order 
that it will better understand poverty as it is revealed in the life 
and teaching of Christ. 

It is the principal work of our Lord's ministry to care for and 
about the circumstances of the 'poor'-using that term to 
embrace the concept of both spiritual and material poverty. It is 
not a secondary option to care for and about the weak and 
deprived, the confused and the perplexed who are amongst the 
sufferers of our time. Here we must include those who for 
various reasons have received distorted or deformed ideas of 
God, or those for whom the loving and merciful God portrayed 
in the person of Christ has no meaning at all. 

It is largely because of his 'bias to the poor' that Christ is 
judged and condemned to death by people in positions of power 
and authority in the land. In our own time we must beware of 
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following Peter when he urged Christ to reject the possibility of 
suffering. We must aim, with God's grace, to be 'on the side of 
God', rather than to be influenced by a 'god-less' society. 

Canon John Woodley is a priest in the diocese of Glasgow and 
Galloway, serving as Rector of Christ Church, Dalbeattie. 

FULL-EYE'D LOVE 
Homily for the Twenty-fifth Sunday of Year B 

JAMES COUTTS 

Jesus said, 'The Son of Man will be delivered into the 
hands of men and they will put him to death.' (Mark 9:31) 

Running all through the history of the world, there is the theme 
of a 'delivering over' by God. At creation, when the world is 
formed, God, as it were, draws back the hem of his being, 
restricts himself, and delivers over space for what is other than 
his own being. Having made the creation in its huge variety and 
intricate splendour, God creates what is so beautiful that any­
thing more beautiful (other than God the Holy Trinity) could not 
be imagined-woman and man. And again God limits himself, 
delivering over to woman and man the future of his creation, 
the future of all other women and men, images of his glory. 
And in order that women and men should be encouraged to 
grow up into maturity and dignity, God exercises the supreme 
power of limiting his power, his freedom. And at the birth of 
Jesus, at the ascent of the Cross, at the descent into the 
passivities of hell, God again puts everything at risk, as Jesus, 
the Son of Man, is delivered over into the hands of men. 

In her parable of the Lord and the servant, Julian hints at this 
self-limiting by God as he awaits our response and our co­
operation in the work of redemption, when she wrote that, 
instead of sitting on his throne in state, 'our kind Father . . . sat 
upon the ground awaiting the completion of human redemption'. 
And tucked away in Herbert's poetry, the line occurs, 
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personal friendship with Euros, equip him singularly well for 
the task. The brief excursions into some of his other 
enthusiasms enhance, rather than detract from, the reader's 
enjoyment, and whet the appetite for what is to come. 

The poems are presented simply, with the translations on 
facing pages, as in the 1974 edition. This gives the choice of a 
first reading in one's own language, while offering the 
possibility of comparison and cross reference. Thus each poem 
may be savoured as a whole, whether the reader be Welsh or 
English speaking, without the often irritating need for constant 
reference to footnotes or vocabularies. There is no attempt at 
classification, except to divide Bowen's own translations from 
those of Cynthia Davies. 

So much for the presentation. Of his own selection, Euros 
writes in the 1974 Preface: 'the present selection is of some of 
the poems I thought I could transfer to some appreciable extent 
to English.' The twenty selected are examples of the particular 
themes highlighted by All chin in his essay. The remainder were 
chosen for their religious content, thus fulfilling the purposes of 
the publishers. But the choice also throws into relief a side of 
the poet which might not otherwise be obvious, and a vocation 
within the Church which might equally pass unobserved, 
illustrating the need for a poem that is a prayer. 

'Euros was above all a servant and a master of the word,' 
writes Canon Allchin. I have reason to remember it, having 
been firmly reprimanded on one occasion for using 'heddwch', a 
political word, instead of the more spiritual 'tangnefedd', to 
express peace. Cynthia Davies's translations show that she is 
conscious of and respects this meticulousness. They are not only 
accurate but also extraordinarily sensitive. Euros' own are often, 
understandably, freer. For example, in 'Blodau'r Haul/Sun­
flowers' (pp.38/39), 'Ilygad yn ei ben, yn gweld i'r byw'­
literally 'an eye in its head', or 'at its top seeing to the life'-is 
rendered, 'a bloom of eyes penetrating to the heart'. It is as 
though he were taking advantage of his own bilingualism to 
refine and enrich his thought, making full use of both languages 
to emphasize different associations of words. In his 1974 
Preface he writes, 
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danger of creating God in their own image? ' And 'Which comes 
first, liberation or salvation? i.e. do you have to be free in 
order to be saved, or saved in order to be free?' 

WENDY CHIU 

EUROS BOWEN, Priest-Poet/Bardd-Offeiriad, edited by Cynthia 
and Saunders Davies. Church in Wales Publications, 1993. 
£5.95 .  

I� 1974 the Welsh poet, Euros Bowen, published a selection of 
his poems

., 
a�companied by his own translations into English 

verse. This 1s now out of print, however, and Archdeacon 
Saunders Davies, feeling that the Church in Wales had neglected 
one of her greatest poets, pressed for a new edition to be 
brought out, and was promptly commissioned to undertake the 
task himself . Euros Bowen, Priest-Poet/Bardd-Offeiriad is the 
result. It contains thirty poems selected by Saunders Davies and 
translated into English by Cynthia Davies, and twenty which had 
already appeared in previous publications in Bowen' s  own 
translations. They are introduced by an essay on 'The Poetry of 
Euros Bowen' by Canon A.M. Allchin. In addition, there is a 
pr�face by the Archbishop of Wales, the Most Reverend Alwyn 
Pnce Jones, a forew?r? by the Bishop of Monmouth, the Right 
Reverend Rowan Wilharns, and a summary biography by the 
Venerable Saunders Davies. 

The poems cover a variety of topics-the natural world 
(Brain/Crows), everyday objects (Cwpwrdd Oer/A Refrigerator) 
-:-and many . refl�ct his extensive literary and geographical 
Journeys (M1cena1/Mycenae), as well as his sense of the 
presence of God permeating all things (Pantocrator Cefalu/The 
Pantocrator of Cefalu). Each image acts not so much as a 
symbol as a point of departure, or rather of return, to Gad. As 
Saunders puts it, 'he considered himself a Sacramentalist rather 
than a Symbolist' .  The poetry is dense, full of echoes and subtle 
allusions, well repaying slow and repeated reading. 

Donald Allchin's article is full and detailed and (as one would 
expect), scholarly, enthusiastic, and rich in anecdote. His own 
breadth of knowledge, love of the Welsh language and long 
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And thou (Lord) with me 
shall Thee restore. 

To a lesser extent, we all know what it is like to be delivered 
over into the hands of men. We can imagine, or even know 
what_ it is like to _be an elderly person delivered over by thei; 
relatives to a retirement home; or to be delivered over to 
uncontrollable psychological compulsions. And there will have 
been occasions when we ourselves will have been in need of 
being received as a little child, with attention and awe and 
wonder. But, standing before the person whose welcome we 
have needed, we have been diminished or hurt by this person 
who is preoccupied with their own needs, engulfed in the 
agenda of their own compulsions . 
, I�onicall_Y, at the ve:Y moment when Jesus was thinking about 
bemg delivered over mto the hands of men', the disciples were 

also thinking about the same question, but from the other way 
round. They were thinking, 'Who is going to be delivered into 
my hands? Whi_ch of us is going to be the greatest in the king­
dom? Am I gomg to be the one who is to be chosen to make 
decisions on behalf of God?' 

And Jesus sat. down, _so that. all those who were standing up 
could, from their supenor station, look down on him and his 
kind of authority. And Jesus held a little child in his arms 
before them, and said, 'Welcome this little child. Welcome any 
person who stands before you, because in so doing you are 
:"elcoming and worshipping the mystery of the Father in his 
Images . In my Father's kingdom, those who have power serve. 
They protect and encourage the little child (which is inside each 
of us). They enable others to grow: they give to others what 
only those who are poor in spirit can give-security and 
encouragement, a sense of hope and wonder about themselves.' 

Even the Son of Man, who both recapitulates and contains 
within himself the history of each human child, even the Son of 
Man, who is the ' delivered over ' by the Father love of the 
Holy Trinity; even the Son of Man stands before u� to serve us. 
Almightiness delivering himself over to us, dependent upon our 
unique response and gift, 

As we begin to identify the child who stands before us, and 
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recognize in him Jesus our victim (the one we have broken, the 
one who carries the sorrows we have laid upon him: the one 
who is wounded by our transgression), we ourselves may be 
broken by this recognition, and so be 'delivered over' to repen­
tance, and ourselves become a new child. 

In a few moments ' time the Son of Man will be 'delivered 
over' into our hands, and we shall become responsible for 
him-for all he contains and brings with him. 

Then the time will come for each of us to be delivered over 
to our death. And at that moment of being finally delivered over 
and let go of by others ; at that moment of completing our own 
delivery of ourselves over to others-in trust, in hope, in 
love-may we discover for ourselves the truth about 'being 
delivered over ' ,  for which, again, it is Herbert who gives us the 
words: 

What wonders shall we feel 
When we shall see thy full-eye 'd love, 
When thou shalt look us out of pain, 
And one aspect of thine spend in delight. 

Day after day, morning offering after morning offering, 
prayer time after prayer time, in one meeting with a person 
after another, may we learn to deliver ourselves over to stand 
before that 'full-eye'd love' . 

The Reverend James Coutts is a Priest Assodate of SLG, and 
Rector of St Mary's Church, Monmouth. 

ON GROWING WORSE 
Homily for the Twenty-seventh Sunday of Year B 

JOHN FENTON 

How extraordinary God' s  ways are! But we ought not to be 
surprised. We had been told that it was so: 'My thoughts are 
not your thoughts , my ways are not your ways' .  We keep for­
getting and imagine that God works like us, only more so. Then 
we get a gospel like this one-Mark 10, Jesus and the children. 
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oppressed women) with an all-inclusive, immanent, motherly 
goddess who renders women self-assertive, radiant and 
powerful. 

Contrasting views on Mariology are also expressed. A state­
ment from the 1987 Asian Christian Women' s  conference in 
S ingapore starts with a severe denunciation of Roman Catholic 
doctrine as ' reinforcing women' s  oppression' .  (The Protestant 
' rejection' of Mary is seen in the same light .) After a scathing 
review of Catholic teaching-which surely could be discounted 
by a reading of Mulieris Dignitatem-its own picture of Mary is 
certainly biblical, and appealing, and looks beyond women' s  
needs to the liberation of  the whole of  humanity. Ivone Gebara, 
together with Maria Clara Bingemer of Brazil, present a less 
provocative study in 'Mary, Mother of God, Mother of the 
Poor' .  

The 1987 Asian Christian Women' s  Conference statement, 
quoted in Part V,  'A Newly-Emerging Spirituality' ,  is very 
much in accord with feminist theology 's self-understanding and 
self-definition. A few phrases suffice to give its flavour: 
' Spirituality is born of reality . . .  ' not like 'traditional spirituality 
. .  . individualist, removed from the world . . .  to do with the 
interior life of perfection to attain salvation . .  . totally 
unconcerned with reality ' ,  but it is ' the driving force enabling 
women to cope . . . based on the Bible . . . community-oriented. ' 
And it is interpretation of scripture 'without the mediation of 
men' . 

An example which puts this view to the test is S ister Luz 
Beatriz Atellano ' s story from Nicaragua, with its background of 
suffering due to civil war, where it is not in Church ritual that 
women find hope but in working together and meditating on 
Christ and his teaching about the Kingdom of God, where 
women may be the only ones who can remedy the situation and 
whose testimonies are evidence of their devotion and self­
sacrifice. 

A fascinating book, though sometimes I would like to talk 
back, particularly to suggest that there can be good patriarchy as 
well as a bad, and authoritarian mothers and wives as well as 
fathers and husbands. It leaves me, too, with many unanswered 
questions , the main ones being 'Aren't  feminist theologians in 
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two thousand years of Christendom! No, only women can effect 
change, through ' collective action' .  Many writers, however, 
realise that feminism must be concerned with all human issues , 
not merely its own. 

This writer has a contribution in Part III, 'The Bible as a 
Source of Empowerment for Women' , where she projects her 
cry for female liberation into the Magnificat . A Guatemalan 
writer speaks of being inspired by the courage and fortitude of 
women in the Bible to take an active part in resisting 
oppression. Other contributors illustrate to what extent the 
gospel stories can reassure women in comparable situations . The 
significance of Bible study for African women, particularly the 
gospels, I would want to stress, as well as their deep sense of 
Christ ' s  presence. There are insights here I have never met 
anywhere else. 

But what does the title of Part I, 'Doing Theology from Third 
World Women' s  Perspective' ,  mean? Liberation Theology is 
based on the belief that God cannot be manifested, nor his 
Kingdom prevail, until the prophecy from Isaiah quoted by Jesus 
is fully realised throughout the world in political freedom and 
social equality . The common themes of Third World feminist 
theology are the same, stressing particularly solidarity with the 
poor, with underprivileged women, sharing and voicing their 
afflictions and demonstrating that theology is an activity, from 
which its thinking and theory arise, and not vice versa. The 
articles in this section, however, show that these aims are not 
interpreted in the same way by all its protagonists . But one has 
to allow the standpoint of theology as activity and creativity 
found in this section and in Part IV, 'Challenging Traditional 
Theological Thinking' ,  even if it involves some mental 
gymnastics with Christian doctrine. 

Part IV pursues this critical scrutiny, with Marianne Katoppo 
from Indonesia attacking Christianity ' s  all-male Trinity and 
making her linguistic case for the Holy Spirit to be regarded as 
feminine; and with Chung Hyun Kyung making her own inter­
pretation of being ' created in God's  image' . She makes the bi­
sexual aspects of divinity in Eastern religions her starting point 
for replacing the Christian concept of a dominant male deity 
(whose chosen people, as the Bible records, repeatedly 
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We must see it from the disciples ' point of view, which is 
really our point of view , if we think about it . We operate on the 
basis of necessary qualifications for entry. You must have some 
O-levels and some A-levels for this course . You must have 
favourable referees . You' ll have to show that you can pay the 
fees . You must be of good character. There' s  no point in apply­
ing unless you can show aptitude, and that there is evidence of 
real interest in the subject . That ' s  how selection is made: on 
merit, on previous performance. 

Once it is said that the Kingdom of God belongs .to those who 
are like children, all that is ruled out. Your can't test children­
not if they are young enough. Even the previous Secretary of 
State for Education didn't think you could. If you pick them 
young enough, they cannot have any qualifications, any good 
references , any way of paying the fees . You will not know 
about their characters , or their aptitude, or their interests . They 
will be too young to have had previous work experience, or to 
have notched up something that used to be called Brownie 
Points . 

Jesus is cross with the disciples for keeping the children away 
from him, and he is cross because children express exactly what 
it is that is needed for getting into the Kingdom of God: lack of 
skill, absence of experience; inability to perform well; no legal 
status; no right to possessions; not different from slaves; non­
persons . To be a child is to be a nobody. It is a negative 
symbol , and points to the opposite of wisdom, knowledge, skill, 
wealth, accomplishment. 

We and our world are on the side of the disciples: Jesus and 
the children are on the other side. We don't want to be like 
children. We don't want to be uninstructed, uneducated, 
ignorant, unskilled. We value all the blessings that get us out of 
childhood: learning, experience, maturity . We are going down 
the wrong road. What we should be doing is the opposite­
unlearning, de-skilling, losing our acquired merits and 
qualifications . 

The reading today was from Mark' s Gospel, and there is a lot 
of this in Mark; you might say this is what Mark' s book is all 
about. Children come twice, here in chapter 10 and before this 
in chapter 9. And in both places Jesus hugs them: they are the 
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only people in the book that he does hug. Immediately after 
today' s  passage there is the rich man, who has everything­
everything money can buy, and everything religion can give­
through keeping the law from his youth. But the one thing he 
has not got is the only thing he needs-poverty, having nothing . 
He is a failure, he goes away sad. So there is something he has 
not got-success at following Jesus . And he is the only person 
in the book of whom it is said, Jesus loved him. The one 
beloved disciple is the one who couldn't face it. 

The person who occupies the climactic position at the end of 
the ministry narrative in chapter 12  is a widow with two coins 
who puts them both into the Temple treasury so she has nothing 
at all to call her own: and Mark does not think to tell us what 
happened to her next. She is the model for us, and that is all 
that Mark is concerned about: Having nothing is to possess 
everything. 

Let us therefore not be anxious because we are not getting 
better, but rather growing worse. Let us give up the idea of 
spiritual progress , if that means being more holy, more devout. 
God meets us in the absence of things, all sorts of things. And 
this is good news. Because we are not getting any better, but 
only worse; we are not making progress, but regressing fast. 
The only qualification is to have no qualifications; the only 
admission-ticket is that we haven't got one: we lost it, years 
ago, and we've been desperately looking for it ever since. Just 
say, ' I  haven't got anything to show you: I can't prove a thing: 
I can't tell you who I am, or provide a good reference, or tell 
you whom to ring up. I 'm an unqualified, unskilled, inexperi­
enced non-entity. '  Say that, and what he will say is, ' Come in, 
my dear. You are the very person we've been looking for. ' 

Canon John Fenton was a Canon of Christ Church, Oxford, 
from 1978 until his retirement in 1991 . 
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FEMINIST lliEOLOGY FROM THE THIRD WORLD: a Reader, 
edited by Ursula King. SPCK, 1994. £17.50. 

The papers in this book have been collected from Third World 
theological journals, as well as from World Council of Churches 
and Maryknoll Orbis publications of the last six to eight years . 
Through their academic training the authors are in close touch 
with First World trends, but it is the situation in their home 
countries which has influenced their particular brand of feminist 
theology. Their common feature is in being, in the editor 's 
words, 'deeply rooted in women 's experience ' ;  the titles in Part 
II 'Women's Oppression and Cries of Pain' ,  are an immediate 
indication of the misery of woman 's lot which is its chief 
concern. In 'The Church and Prostitution in Asia' , 'Violence 
Against Women in Development, Militarism and Culture' ,  
writers from Indonesia and Japan show how these afflictions 
have come in the wake of the new colonisation of consumerism 
and technology by the over-developed First World. 

Apartheid in South Africa has affected women more than 
men, the Church often disregarding that they too needed 
emancipation. Women from Ghana and Kenya see themselves in 
a similar category in their struggle for theological training and 
for acceptance thereafter for service in their churches. They also 
draw attention to the suffering imposed by zealous Christian 
missionaries suppressing indigenous customs which had given 
women a sense of self-worth, using the Bible to enforce an 
unwonted submission on them. 

The Third World, nevertheless, can have its own ' institutions ' 
of violence: the killing in India of unwanted female infants and 
brides lacking a sufficient dowry, or the agony of female 
circumcision in Africa. The general conclusion is that these evils 
will not be eradicated until there is a global plan to to help 
women everywhere. Ranjini Rebera, a Sri Lankan living in 
Australia, in the opening article of this section, 'Challenging 
Patriarchy' ,  lays the blame for women' s  oppression squarely at 
men's  door, enumerating offences within the family caused and 
endorsed by patriarchy. She does not see the Church able to 
achieve any redress ; 'the institutional Church does not have the 
vision or credibility to construct a just society' So much for 
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revive a practice whose symbolism is o�scure �d which no one 
can claim to be an essential element m baptism. Most of the 
New Testament references to anointing seem, in fact, to be 
metaphorical. If anything, there are even strong�r groun�s for 
not including anointing as part of the confirmation service, at 
least until we are a great deal clearer than most of us are at 
present as to the real significanc� of c_onfirmation. . I am 
particularly appalled to discover that �n the �hoces� of Chichester 
confirmation candidates are signed with chnsm with the formula 
' receive the seal of the Spirit '-an explicit avowal of a theology 
of confirmation conclusively refuted forty years ago by the late 
Professor Lampe. 

The last two chapters are really appendices, giving liturgical 
texts, Eastern and Western. The final essay before that, on the 
revival of oils in contemporary culture, by Rebecca Abrams and 
Hugo Slim, returns to the theme of the firs� essay. Together 
they provide a theological frame for the ma1?1y pastoral and 
liturgical material of the rest of the book. Bnan Horne ope_ns 
the subject with a discussion of the sacramen!al 1:1se of ma�e�ial 
things, in which he emphasizes the centrahty �n a Christian 
world view of the belief that ' events and obJects are both 
themselves and at the same time, signs of something other than 
themselves' (p.'i2). Abrams and Slim point out that at one time 
oil 'assumed a vital role as a bridge between the secular and 
sacred spheres of human activity' (p. 179), but that for most 
twentieth-century people this bridge has broken down. They 
focus on the sinister influence of the cosmetics industry, raising 
unrealistic expectations by the use of quasi-religious langu�ge 
and imagery, alleging that ' the very idea of modern c?smetics 
implies a dissatisfaction and rejection of the body' .  -�his leads, 
paradoxically, to a marginalizing of the realm of spmt. If they 
are even partly right, a great deal of work needs to be done yet 
on sacramental theology and on the doctrine of creation before 
anointing with oil can regain the place it once �eld in the 
thought and practice of Christians. _This bo�k ,  despite a ":e�lth 
of fascinating detail, does not provide a rationale for anomtmg 
so much as the data upon which such a rationale might be 
developed. 

MICHAEL PATERNOSTER 

42 

GEORGE HERBERT AND THE PSALTER 
MARGARET BOTTRALL 

One of the more perverse critical remarks of T.S.  Eliot, 
provoked by what he considered � too hig� rati�g of Ge���d 
Manley Hopkins, runs as follows: To be a devotional poet 1s 
a limitation: a saint limits himself by writing poetry, and a poet 
who confines himself to even this subject matter is limiting 
himself too. • i  The first and third clauses of this argument 
express a defensible position, but what are we to make of the 
contention that 'a saint limits himself by writing poetry' ?  Not 
many canonized saints have excelled as poets; but the Canticle 
of St Francis of Assisi, the eucharistic hymns of St Thomas 
Aquinas, the mystical lyrics of St John of the Cross, con:e 
readily to mind as precious examples of what c� be comm:11:i­
cated in memorable form, by men whose mmds and spmts 
were ' centred on God. The sharing of a vision cannot be a 
limiting activity . The borderline between ".erba_lized prayer and 
devotional poetry is not easy to draw, and 1f s�mts can prop�rly 
articulate prayers and praises, they can also (given the xmagma­
tive and technical mastery requisite for the undertaking) properly 
compose poems. . The pursuit of sanctity may indeed, for some people, entail 
the suppression of creativity . But for George Herbert there was 
no such stark choice. Poetry for him was one of the essential 
means by which he pursued his Christian, e�entually �is 
priestly, calling. He was, of course, for most of �1s mature h�e 
a layman, a courtly academic , under no stringent ascetic 
discipline. On going up to Cambridge he had resolved, howeve!, 
to devote his poetic gifts entirely to sacred themes, and only m 
his Latin verse did he depart from this choice. It was a 
limitation, certainly, but not one that caused any apparent 
misgivings. His confidence in the worth of sacred poetry did not 
waver. 

This confidence transcends the frequent doubts that Herbert 
expresses about the success of individual poems; . doubts pro­
voked sometimes by distrust of eloquence, sometimes by the 
inadequacy of language to match emotion, sometimes by lack of 
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fervour. Increasingly he recognizes that there is not a necessary 
corresponde�ce-!hat there m�y even be a necessary discrepancy 
-between smcenty of devotion and beauty of expression. But 
the inter-relationship of praise, poetry and prayer seems self­
evident to Herbert: 

Lord, I will mean and speak thy praise, 
Thy praise alone. 

My busie heart shall spin it all my days . . .  
. 

(Praise II) 
In this paper I want to suggest that one of the chief sources for 
his confidence in the supreme worth of sacred poetry derives 
from his profound familiarity with the Psalter; and that his 
familiarity helps to explain the controlled variety of tone and 
mood that is so striking a feature of Herbert' s  poetry. 

A moment' s  reflection on Herbert' s  course of life reminds us 
how from childhood onward his mind and spirit were steeped in 
the psalms. We know from Donne' s  sermon on the death of 
Lady Danvers , formerly Mrs Herbert, that it was her custom 
not only to attend the daily offices , but in her own home with 
h�r who!e household, every Sunday, to 'shut up the day, at 
mght, with a generall ,  with a cheerful singing of Psalms; this 
1-ct_ of cheerfulnes�e was still the last Act of that family, united 
m 1t selfe, and with God. '2 If this was how she conducted her 
Chelsea household, it is more than likely that Magdalen Herbert, 
the devout mother, early widowed, of ten children, had practised 
the same routine of praise and prayer throughout their formative 
years . 

A� W:stminster School George Herbert attended the daily 
services m the Abbey, where Coverdale' s version of the psalms 
(incorporated into the Book of Common Prayer) would have 
become wholly familiar. During his long residence at Cambridge 
the daily recitation of the appointed psalms in the chapel of 
Trinity College was woven into the fabric of his life. It became 
the prescribed duty, once he was ordained. The rubric in the 
Pr�yer Book enj_oins that 'All . Priests and Deacons are to say 
dally the Mormng and Evenmg Prayer, either privately or 
openly, not being let by sickness or some other urgent cause' . 

Constant liturgical use of the psalms meant that their 
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unfamiliarity with its traditional symbolism and a strong sense 
that this is simply liturgical archaism, in its more elaborate 
forms bordering on magic and superstition. 

This collection of essays commissioned by the Church Union 
The�logical CoIIlD!ittee attempts to address the issue as compre­
hensively as possible. The most useful essays are those which 
speak_ from exp:rience of the value of anointing in ministry to 
the sick and dymg, and those which explain the cultural back­
ground in the ancient Near East and the Mediterranean world in 
which the various ritual usages discussed were a natural exten­
sion of everyday practice. I remain unconvinced, however, that 
the �leth�ra of _blessings and anointings described in the chapters 
on h_rurg1cal history can be or should be revived in Anglican 
practice. 

For three centuries the only authorized use of oil in the 
Church of England was the anointing of the sovereign in the 
coron�tion service, which has clear biblical warrant. Equally 
clear 1s the warrant for anointing the sick with oil, understood 
not as a pr�paration for de�th but as a sacrament of healing. 
Barely mentioned by the editors, the Scottish Prayer Book has 
pr?vided for the . anointing . of the sick since 1929, but nothing is 
said about blessmg the 011. It is not apparent that it need be 
blesse? at al! , but if it is (and no form of words is provided) 
there 1s nothmg to suggest that the right to do so is reserved to 
the bishop. Of recent years, however, the number of dioceses in 
which oil is blessed by the bishop on Maundy Thursday (a day 
already overloaded with liturgical significance) has increased 
dramatically, even if the English General Synod is still reluctant 
to a�thori�e a f�rm of blessing. The danger of not doing so is 
that It obhges bishops to make up their own rite or borrow the 
Roman on�, which has recently been drastically simplified. In 
my own d10cese, we now follow the Roman practice of renew­
ing ordination vows during the chrism mass, a no doubt 
edifying practice the logic of which is not immediately obvious 
in a Church which does not include anointing among the cere­
monies of ordination. 

It was understandable that in a culture where olive oil was in 
daily use as a cleansing agent, anointing before or after baptism, 
or both, was taken for granted; but there seems little reason to 
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As the last traces of comfortable, imperial Christendom 
disappear, what shape will the Church begin to have, how will 
our leaders express their authority, what words and images are 
we to use to proclaim the saving truth? Scattered through these 
pages are pointers towards the answers these questions may 
have. But in the end the only authentic answer lies in a life that 
is lived under God, worked out in the here and now of this and 
the next moment. 'Have peace in yourself, and thousands around 
you will be saved, ' says Seraphim of Sarov. This book traces 
the line between Paul and Seraphim, and Douglas Dales makes 
clear where our call and responsibility lie. As we grope our way 
into the the future, sifting through crises of finance, parish 
structure and all the other issues of a Church in the process of 
rapid change, this is a book to which we can turn with 
gratitude. It will sustain and renew and pull us back again to the 
daily realities of Christian living. 

DAVID BARTON 

THE OIL OF GLADNESS: Anointing in the Christian Tradition, 
edited by Martin Dudley and Geoffrey Rowell. SPCK, 1993. 
£15. 

In Aberdeen, where I live, if you mention oil, the image that 
springs to mind is of a thick black liquid pumped ashore from 
oil rigs in the North Sea. Despite the fact that the first oil-well 
in the world was drilled less than a century and a half ago, and 
for thousands of years before that 'oil' normally meant olive oil, 
undeniably it does not have for us the significance it had for the 
people of the Bible. 

For those who wish to encourage the revival of the practice of 
anointing in a religious context, it is vital to realize how much 
the secular context has changed. Olive oil is no longer-if it 
ever was in Britain-a staple element of everyday life, one of 
the three essential items of the Mediterranean triad celebrated by 
the Psalmist: 'Thou has put gladness in my heart since the time 
that their corn and wine and oil increased' (Ps. 4 :7) .  If we wish 
to demonstrate that anointing is a legitimate and meaningful use 
of a material substance to convey a spiritual grace-a genuine 
sacrament, in fact-we have to overcome both an almost total 
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phraseology, in the prayer-book version especially, was as 
familiar to Herbert as daily bread. Add to this the employment 
of psalms in private devotions, and the congregational use of 
metrical psalms, so well-established in Herbert's day, and the 
influence of the Psalter on a mind both devout and poetic is 
bound to be profound. 

It is a striking fact that among all the poems of The Temple, 
there is only one metrical version of a psalm, the much-loved, 
'The God of Love my Shepherd is ' .  Herbert from childhood 
must have been thoroughly familiar with the versified Psalter of 
Sternhold and Hopkins, which was actually added to the Book 
of Common Prayer in 1562. These renderings, with their four­
square tunes, were easily memorized and became extremely 
popular. If the farm labourers around Bemerton did sing psalms 
at work, as Walton suggests, presumably they would have 
chosen the metrical versions. The forced rhymes and wrenched 
syntax make many of them artistically lamentable, but their 
colloquial diction played its part in establishing the 'Old 
Version' as the most popular, widely diffused collection of verse 
in sixteenth- and seventeenth-century England. Coburn Freer, in 
'Music for a King' ,3 makes the point that they were written to 
be sung, not spoken or read silently. Their stabilization of the 
iambic line had a lasting effect on the expectations of the 
average Englishman when exposed to verse. On George Herbert 
these clumsy renderings may have exercised a mainly negative 
influence. They were so patently inadequate as specimens of 
workmanship to adorn the Temple of God. Yet, as Freer 
observes, the courtly and common aspects of religious song 
meet in Herbert. His constant awareness of the perils of 
extravagant and over-ingenious versification in poems directed to 
a God 'to whom all hearts be open, all desires known', may 
well be rooted in his familiarity with heartfelt singing of these 
typically post-Reformation people's psalms. 'Although the verse 
be somewhat scant,' as he observes in 'A true Hyrrme' ,  

The finenesse which a hyrrme or psalm affords, 
Is, when the soul unto the lines accords. 

Certainly, Herbert's one metrical psalm is a homespun piece; it 
actually echoes a phrase from Sternold and Hopkins-'He did 
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convert and glad my soul/And brought my mind in frame'-but 
it still holds its place in English hymnody. 

Throughout Europe in the sixteenth century the translation of 
the Psalms into the vernacular was a widespread practice. In 
England, among many others, Sir Philip Sidney and his sister, 
the Countess of Pembroke, had between them versified the 
entire Psalter. Sidney was responsible for the first forty-three 
psalms. After his death, Lady Pembroke took up the task and 
was notably successful in maintaining and even excelling the 
standard set by her brother. Louis Martz has suggested that 
these versified psalms represent ' the closest approximation to the 
poetry of Herbert's Temple that can be found anywhere in 
preceding English poetry. '4 They were not printed until 1823,5 

but their fame was considerable, and it can be confidently 
assumed that Herbert knew and admired them. There is, as 
well, the fact that he was a kinsman of the Earls of Pembroke, 
and that his parish of Bemerton, in their gift, was on the out­
skirts of Wilton, where the translations had been composed. 

Much could be, and has been, written about Herbert ' s  debt to 
the poetry of Sir Philip Sidney. A more general debt to Sidney' s  
critical remarks about sacred poetry should not be overlooked. It 
can scarcely be doubted that the young Herbert ' s  resolution to 
devote his own poetic energy to religious verse owes much of 
its inspiration to Sidney ' s  argument in An Apology for Poetry, 
published in 1595: 

Other sorts of Poetry almost have we none, but that lyrical 
kind of songs and sonnets; which, Lord, if he gave us so 
good minds, how well it might be employed, and with how 
heavenly fruit, both private and public, in singing the 
praises of the immortal beauty, the immortal goodness of 
that God who giveth us hands to write and wits to conceive; 
of which we might well want words, but never matter; of 
which we could tum our eyes to nothing, but we should 
ever have new-budding occasions. 6 

George Herbert naturally interpreted the Psalms in the light of 
Christian doctrine. The opening of 'Sighes and Granes' is 
strongly reminiscent of Psalm 103 : 10, 'He bath not dealt with 
us after our sins nor rewarded us according to our wickedness' , 
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epistles that make up the liturgical cycle), but rather of someone 
who sees the divine love and purpose in all that happens, even 
in the blows of evil that so constantly assault his mission. So 
Paul becomes the one who enables us to make sense of our own 
discipleship, by showing that our own inner spiritual conflict is 
part of the wider tragedy of humanity from which none may 
escape. ' In the human heart the fall of man may be checked and 
turned by Christ himself. ' But only if we tread the path of 
living through dying, and that, as Fr Dales shows, is an 
endeavour of love through which we co-operate in prayer. 

The main part of the book is devoted to a detailed exposition 
of the biblical texts, principally Philippians 3 and 2 Corinthians . 
Indeed the latter is printed as a summative final chapter. But 
Dales also examines the antecedents of Paul ' s  theology: Isaiah 
53, Psalm 22 and, helpfully, the Lamentations of Jeremiah. The 
same chapter looks at Paul ' s  immediate successors, Clement, 
Ignatius and Polycarp. A final chapter examines the implications 
of this vision for our contemporary Church . 

It is here that the book seems to be least satisfactory, though 
that is perhaps because the turmoil of our own Church in recent 
years makes us long for a blueprint .  The author may be wise in 
simply laying out the evidence and resisting too many con­
clusions . So much is in the process of change. We live, as 
Donald Allchin reminds us in the preface, in a century of 
Christian martyrdom. Twentieth-century tyranny rivals that of 
any age in church history-an unexpected conclusion from the 
perspective of North America and Western Europe, whose 
churches have, until now, been comfortable, established 
institutions, at ease in their local society. That is not a situation 
that encourages us to take too much notice of a message whose 
central theme is living through dying. But as the forces of a 
secular age gain momentum, the contrast between Christian 
living and any alternative becomes sharper. Douglas Dales 
knows, through his contacts with the churches in Eastern 
Europe, what such a contrast implies, and in many ways this 
book is a tribute to the years of suffering that Christians in the 
former USSR have endured. Sometimes I found myself 
regretting that he did not make more explicit what he clearly 
knows about their travails. We need to heed their wisdom. 
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BOOKS 

LNING THROUGH DYING: The Spiritual experience of Saint 
Paul by Douglas Dales . Lutterworth Press , 1994. £ 12 .99. 

Official church history in the West points to Peter as the 
founding Father. 'Tu es Petrus' is inscribed in letters of gold 
around the dome of Michaelangelo ' s great imperial basilica in 
Rome. But, after Jesus, it is Paul, rather than Peter, whose 
writings and personality stand out most clearly from the pages 
of the New Testament . From Augustine to Kierkegaard and 
Barth, Paul has provided the framework that has shaped and 
moulded Christian theology. Nor does the influence stop there. 
Autobiography and the classic novel, in the opinion of some, 
rise out of the pages of those vivid letters, which occupy so 
much space in the Christian canon. 

The subjectivity of Paul is, for layperson and scholar alike, 
the most difficult aspect of the man to grapple with. His 
writings open up a whole new world of inwardness, quite unlike 
anything that has gone before. For Josipovici, the author of The 
Book of God, this is suspect. Paul abandons the solid, ancient, 
family-oriented concept of character and destiny, and in 
consequence stands alone. Thus he condemns himself to the 
need to sustain the truth of his conversion by its constant public 
reiteration. But for Douglas Dales, autobiography and subjectiv­
ity in the writings of Paul reveal the inner workings of love and 
salvation. By exploring the meaning of suffering in such detail, 
and so publicly, Paul not only equipped the early Church to 
survive an age of persecution, he provided the language for 
saints and mystics for generations to come. 

This is a book written with immense thought and care. It 
stays remarkably close to its central texts, and is a combination 
of scholarly study and devotional reading-a book that is at its 
best when read slowly, with the Bible at hand for constant 
reference. Used in this way Douglas Dales can help us make 
sense of so much that often seems bewildering . The picture of 
Paul that emerges is not that of someone 'exploring in minute 
detail the the workings of perversity in himself' (thus Josipovici, 
and indeed the impression given by the brief extracts from the 
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and Psalm 22:6 ,  'But as for me, I am a worm and no man: a 
very scorn of men, and outcast of the people' . 

0 do not use me 
After my sinnes! look not on my desert, 
But on thy glorie! then thou wilt reform 
And not refuse me: for thou only art 
The mighty God, but I a sillie worm; 

0 do not bruise me. 

The rest of the poem, however, draws on a wealth of biblical 
imagery, ranging from Genesis to the Book of Revelation, to 
conclude with a plea for mercy through the saving grace of 
Christ' s  blood shed for sinners: 

Thou art both Judge and Saviour, feast and rod, 
Cordiall and Corrosive: put not thy hand 
Into the bitter box; but O my God, 

My God, relieve me! 

Many of Herbert' s  poems, like this one, are animated by the 
Reformation theology of Grace. Others, however, are written 
with a degree of affection and even of playfulness that is quite 
foreign both to the Reformers and to the Hebrew Psalter. 

Thou that hast giv 'n so much to me, 
Give one thing more, a gratefull heart. 
See how thy beggar works on thee 

By art. (Gratefulnesse) 

Over the stall in the choir of Lincoln Cathedral assigned to 
the canonry and prebend of Leighton Ecclesia are carved the 
words In te, Domine, speravi . George Herbert was instituted, by 
proxy, into this canonry in 1 626; and though we have no record 
of his ever having officiated in the cathedral, or indeed in the 
church of Leighton Bromswold (restored at his expense through 
the good offices of the Ferrar family) , we can be reasonably 
sure that there was one duty expected of the canons that he did 
carry out. This was the daily recitation of psalms assigned to 
the holder of each canonry. George Herbert' s  were Psalms 3 1  
and 32, and the motto over the stall gives the opening words of 
the Vulgate version of Psalm 3 1 .  
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Perhaps the most telling link between Psalm 31 and the poems 
of Herbert is to be found in 'The Forerunner ' ,  that remarkable 
piece of self-revelation. The poet, noting the first white hairs 
that betoken approaching old age with its impaired powers, 
reminds himself-not once but three times-that as long as he is 
able to affirm with the psalmist Thou art still my God, the loss 
of his poetic mastery of language will matter little. He can 
hardly bear to think of the decline of his artistry: 'Farewell, 
sweet phrases, lovely metaphors . . .  Lovely enchanting language, 
sugar-cane/Hony of roses . . . ' Yet he stoutly maintains that these 
are not the essentials of what he has to offer. As long as his 
heart can echo Thou art still my God, communication will not 
break down: 

He will be pleased with that dittie, 
And if I please him, I write fine and wittie. 

Images traceable to the Psalms need not, of course, derive 
directly from them, for many occur in the parables of Jesus or 
are associated with his miracles. In 'Obedience ' , with its direct 
verbal echo of Psalm 8, 'What is man, that thou art mindful of 
him? ' ,  the allusion may well be to the smiting of the barren fig­
tree : 

Lord, what is man to thee 
That thou shouldst mind a rotten tree? 

Indeed, it goes without saying that Herbert 's poems show his 
familiarity with the scriptures in general, Old Testament quite as 
much as New. The daily offices of Morning and Evening Prayer 
require the reading of substantial passages from the Bible. In A 
Reading of George Herbert,7 Rosemond Tuve has expatiated on 
his constant use of typology. Present-day readers, less 
acquainted with the Bible than even the least learned of 
Herbert ' s  parishioners, can pick up some of the allusions and 
quotations only in an annotated edition of The Temple. This 
means that our response is less heart-felt than it should be. The 
recognition of scriptural or liturgical references enhances our 
appreciation of what Herbert is at, in his fashioning of poems 
intended for the glory of God as well as the edification of his 
fellows. My contention, however, is that the influence of the 
psalms is an ever-present element in The Temple, far more 
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v1s10n and courage have enabled her to testify to the supreme 
function of art to transcend the educative or illustrative, 
especially when addressing the issue of works of art viewed as 
' too confrontational' or ' too real ' for a church to cope with. The 
mildly religious theme lacks the power to take people beyond 
the confines of their faith or further than they can go by 
themselves. She remarks and challenges the safety-first attitude 
that asserts that if one does what has always been done one 
can' t  go wrong. While true in the sense that one is less likely to 
arouse antagonism, it must be false in relation to human growth 
and transformation. 

Sister Wendy is a wonderful communicator. She speaks from 
impact rather than technical training, and perhaps the power of 
immediacy is one of her greatest gifts. Her vision of how art 
can emich us must be another. She is certainly an ' eye opener ' 
is the best sense of the phrase; whether one is in sympathy with 
the view presented is another matter. The ' invigorating sense of 
what it is to be human' which she finds in art is not always 
comfortable . She leaves us no theology of art-indeed, in terms 
of the focus of her 'mission' this would be inappropriate-but 
she does leave us with something which is even more precious. 
It is possible to live without theology; that is not to deny its 
importance but to acknowledge its limitation. As Sister Wendy 
remarked in the Hussey Lecture for 1993, 'Because we have a 
theology we must not think we understand. '  Nor, I would add, 
must we think we have the answer to the problem of our 
humanity which daily so impinges on us. If one acknowledges 
the transitory nature of our dogmatic formulations as interim 
statements about our journey to God, combined with our 
incapacity to allow written statements to change us, then one 
must give credence to the possibility and power of something 
greater than ourselves and our imaginings to do so. Perhaps 
Sister Wendy's  gift is to bring this to our attention. 

Debbie Davies is a member of FLG and a librarian at the 
Bodleian Library. She has received the Barbara Pym Award to 
compile a bibliography of Sister Wendy 's writings. 
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' religious ' �h�mes. A_s an anthropologist I appreciated the insight 
that the spmtual, with the sacred as its intensest form and the 
religious, are not necessarily synonymous. Indeed, \n some 
societies there is no word for religion! Rules methods 
religio1:1s language and dogmatic formulation have ' long bee� 
stumblmg blocks for me, for anthropology widens horizons as to 
what can define God , as art has Sister Wendy's .  In offering art 
as an anonymous and immediate approach to God , she provides 
an alternative route. She has certainly shown an emphatically 
secular age that art can be a way of entering a numinous 
dimension and in particular of touching truth. For her this is 
another name for God, who in the Christian context defined 
himself through Jesus Christ as being the way, the life and the 
truth. In extending the concept of religious art she has clarified 
the relationship that can exist between art and the spiritual for 
the contemporary world, enriching the term 'spiritual ' through 
her insights. 

H�r explicitly r�ligious writings are correspondingly few , a 
�act m part dete?I1med by her publishers, who had the receptiv­
ity of her audience at heart. However, she has raised two 
important questions of an explicitly religious nature in talks or 
interviews. The first relates to the present lack of a theology of 
�rt and the second to what kind of art it is appropriate to place 
m the church of today . If one is interested in the first, her 
contrib�tion is limited by her own decision. It could be argued 
�at this was based on a premature acknowledgement of l imita­
t10n. True, she has no formal background in theology, but then 
neither does she in art, and she more than holds her own in the 
art world. And a congratulatory first at Oxford testifies to no 
me�n intellect. Her writings themselves support a more generous 
estimate of her knowledge, profundity and ability than her own. 
One might also in this context mention the traditional under­
standing of the theologian as ' a  man of God' and examine S ister 
Wendy' s  credentials in the light of this, combined with the 
esteem of her Superior and her fellow religious . 

With regard to the second question, Sister Wendy enters 
arenas of dispute where angels might well fear to tread. Her 
presence has been well to the fore in connection with headlines 
such as ' Image of Christ splits congregations' .  Her openness , 
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p�rvasive than the phrases and images that can be convincingly 
cited as evidence of his familiarity with them. 

A consideration of Psalm 77 will serve to suggest the kind of 
relationship that exists between the Psalter as a whole and 
Herbert ' s  poems. It opens with a declaration that Herbert 
certainly made his own: ' I will cry unto God with my voice: 
even unto God will I cry , and he shall hearken unto me. '  It is 
?nl� on _ this assumption that devotional poetry has any real 
Justification. It has to be based on the belief that some kind of 
exchange between man and his Maker is not only possible, but 
n�rmal . . H�rbert�s - most_ memorable_ and exquisite expression of 
this behef m spmtual mtercourse 1s perhaps his poem , ' Bitter­
sweet' :  

Ah my dear angrie Lord, 
Since thou dost love, yet strike, 
Cast down, yet help afford; 
Sure I will do the like . 
I will complain, yet praise; 
I will bewail, approve: 
And all my sowre-sweet dayes 
I will lament and love. 

Di_sregarding any af�niti�s _that may exist between this poem and 
Ehzabethan love-lyncs, it 1s clear that Herbert' s  lines epitomize 
the content, and indeed the procedure, of many psalms. 

The writer of Psalm 77, having begun with the affirmation 
that God will listen to his complaints , goes on to describe his 
state of distress: 'When I am in heaviness, I will think upon 
God: when my heart is vexed, I will complain. Thou boldest 
mine eyes waking: I am so feeble that I cannot speak. ' George 
Herbert, no stranger to physical ills, voices his own sense of 
misery in l ines such as these from 'The Crosse' • 

' 

One ague dwelleth in my bones, 
Another in my soul (The memorie 

What I would do for thee, if once my grones 
Could be allow'd for harmonie) 

I am in all a weak, disabled thing . . .  
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The psalmist, acutely conscious of the adversities that have 
befallen him, is driven to meditate upon past as well as present, 
seeking for explanation, in human terms, of his predicament. ' I  
have considered the days of old, and the years that are past. I 
call to remembrance my song, and in the night I commune with 
my own heart and search out my spirits. ' Herbert ' s  distinctively 
autobiographical poems, such as 'Affliction I' and 'The Pearle ' ,  
in the context of such verses can be seen to belong to the 
ancient tradition of meditative self-examination, part of the 
penitential process. The unobtrusiveness of Herbert ' s  personal 
reminiscences owes something, no doubt, to his temperament 
and courtly manners; but something, too, to the constant repeti­
tion of psalms employing the first person singular. Compared 
with the psalmist, who acts as spokesman for his congregation 
and even for his nation, the seventeenth-century poet of course 
uses a far more individual, even idiosyncratic, personal style. 
Nevertheless, Herbert can and does speak for his fellow­
Christians in dozens of poems that use ' I '  and 'my' .  

The next three verses of Psalm 77 embody the sense of 
desolation so often experienced by the psalmists (as by most 
mystical writers). 'Will the Lord absent himself for ever, and 
will he be no more entreated? Is his mercy clean gone for ever, 
and is his promise come utterly to an end for evermore? ' A 
comparable passage from Herbert is stanza five of 'The Search' :  

Where is God? What hidden place 
Conceals thee still? 

What covert dare conceal thy face? 
Is it thy will? 

Here again are repeated interrogatives; but it is noteworthy that 
the poet addresses himself directly to the Deity, invoking 'My 
God ' ,  rather than referring to 'The Lord' and his mysterious 
ways. The poem continues with a meditation on the inscrutabil­
ity of divine wisdom. The psalmist, having interpreted his 
distress as a sign of God's displeasure, now accepts it as, 
partially at least, the effect of human frailty. 'And I said, it is 
mine own infirmity: but I will remember the years of the right 
hand of the most Highest. ' The key now changes from minor to 
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artist experienced no choice in what he painted as his images 
forced themselves out by an inner constraint. In a very moving 
exposition of the work of Georgia O'Keefe, she uncovered a 
similar process , a particularly touching one in the context of the 
Victorian age, which rendered such integrity doubly courageous. 
It became clear that being an artist could be to take on 'a  
vocation of exposure and nakedness in front of your own truth' 
as she said in interview she gave to The Sunday Times, and I 
was moved by the vision. The ' spiritual ' impact of a picture 
stems from its coming from the totality of an artist' s  being, 
even when it is connecting with all that is most dark in him, 
and that it is ' a  wonder and revelation when we behold it' , to 
quote from another article, in Art Quarterly . 

Sister Wendy also caught my attention in an interview with 
the painter Robert Natkin, recorded in Modern Painters. The 
theme they discussed was the power of art to transform even the 
darkest human experiences through the courage to confront them 
and to work with them creatively. I found this insight particu­
larly revealed in a painting by Carol Weight entitled 'The 
Battersea Park Tragedy' .  Here the artist refers to a real event, 
that of an accident at a fun-fair costing the lives of several 
children. There are two worlds here: there is a world of sorrow 
and desolation; there is also a world of radiance and liberty and 
angelic presence. For me the meaning and power lie in the 
poignant figure of the angel, who provides a connecting link by 
hiding his face in grieving hands. This inability to be divorced 
from the rending of the human heart opened mine to receive the 
wider context he stands for and to set my own tragedies and 
those of the world around me in it. Peter Fuller, writing of 
Robert Natkin, said his work showed ' the legitimacy of hope as 
against the inevitablity of despair ' .  Integrity by itself is not 
enough; longing for transformation must also be born and this 
can only come through vision and hope. Art can be a medium 
for these qualities. 

Here art touches on the 'spiritual' .  Sister Wendy defines 
spiritual art as art known by its personal power, a power that 
can bear one into domains beyond our human knowledge and 
put one in touch with the mystery we refer to as 'God' . It is 
worth noting, as she does, that this power is not confined to 
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weave a profound spiritual insight into first-class art criticism. 
Her conviction that art is for everybody has also led her to 

address an impressive range of persons and to command respect 
in such diverse worlds as Oxford University, the Terry Wogan 
show, and the Royal Academy. Her chosen mission, however 
(or the one she feels has been chosen for her) , is directed 
toward the general public, because in her experience so many 
people find themselves either unmoved by or uncertain and 
afraid of art, and in particular of modern art. She believes this 
to be sadly unnecessary and wants people to experience the 
critical difference art can make to our perceptions of life. In an 
article written for an exhibition of modern art at the Usher 
Gallery, Lincoln, she writes, ' I  am speaking of the art of our 
own times because that is the only art we meet in exposure, so 
to speak. The art of the past has its own credentials already. ' 
The art of our own or recent times also has a quality of accessi­
bility because, as she points out in her book, Art and the 
Sacred, 'we are still speaking the same language and can find a 
common meeting-place more readily. ' This concern with 
language also emerges in a preface she wrote to her translation 
of the sermons of John of Ford, on the final verses of the Song 
of Songs, and underlines her appreciation of word and image to 
effect the human heart. The translation also testifies to a side of 
her other than her public image. 

My attention was first drawn to Wendy Beckett through an 
article in the Radio Times publicizing her first television series. 
My interest in art (albeit lapsed, if not dormant) , and in the 
spiritual in its widest sense, led me to watch it. The strength of 
her delight ignited my own into life. In the light of her 
enthusiasm I moved from relative blindness to a position where 
I could ' see ' or at least understand something of what was not 
only gladdening her eye but also her heart. It was at this level 
that her impact upon my life became the more profound. Her 
insight that art could provide an intense communication of 
personal truth, coincided with a personal longing for integrity of 
soul above all things. From the television series I proceeded to 
her writings. Here she expanded the conviction that art could 
unfold the truth of our inner being. Writing of the world of 
Albert Herbert, she commented that, in a very real sense, the 
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major, and the writer sustains himself by the recollection of 
God 's  infinite power and his goodness as manifested to his 
chosen people. ' I  will remember the works of the Lord, and call 
to mind thy wonders of old time . . . and my talking shall be of 
thy doings. ' The concluding verse of 'Man's  Medley' illustrates 
a similar modulation :  

Yet ev 'n  the greatest griefs 
May be reliefs, 

Could (Man) but take them right, and in their wayes. 
Happie is he, whose heart 

Hath found the art 
To turn his double pains to double praise. 

As for the sense of God 's  faithfulness and enduring mercy, there 
are very frequent expressions of this in Herbert ' s  poems. 'The 
Discharge' provides an example: 

Either grief will not come: or, if it must, 
Do not forecast. 

And while it cometh, it is almost past. 
Away, distrust : 

My God hath promis 'd, he is just. 
Psalm 77 concludes with a recital of God 's  particular mercies to 
the children of Israel. An equivalent, in The Temple, is the long 
poem, 'Providence ' ,  not one of Herbert ' s  triumphs, but in senti­
ment firmly based on the Hebrew Psalter. 

Herbert ' s  reliance on the Psalter is something that goes deeper 
than verbal or stylistic indebtedness. Anyone accustomed to 
repeating the psalms daily and nightly comes to rely on the 
assumption that he is addressing a Listener. The Hebrew con­
ception of God stresses the mystery of his supreme holiness, but 
also declares his accessibility. His ways are past man's  compre­
hension, his majesty and omnipotence are unquestionable. Yet 
the human heart and voice, individual or collective, are 
privileged to praise or plead with a Deity merciful as well as 
mighty. Herbert takes it for granted that poetry is a concomitant 
of worship. This perhaps is what leaves the readers of his 
poems with a general impression of their serenity and con­
fidence, even though so many of the poems actually express 
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dejection. The psalmist 's God, moreover, is not a Listener only, 
but a Speaker, whose utterances may be directed to a general 
assembly or to the individual soul. Personally phrased exchanges 
between man and his Maker constitute the tradition to which 
Christian devotional poetry belongs. 

Obviously the doctrine of the Incarnation makes possible a 
tone of tender intimacy quite foreign to the Hebrew Psalter. 
This tone is often found in medieval religious lyrics , and it is 
markedly present in the poems of George Herbert. The four­
teenth century 'Quia amore langueo' may be seen as a precursor 
of ' The Sacrifice ' , though to poignancy the later poem adds 
irony and wit. Herbert can ejaculate, 'Ah ,  my dear ' ,  as he 
contemplates the graciousness of Jesus his Master; and when his 
poems take the form of colloquies, the voice of God is wonder­
fully gentle: 

Me thought I heard one calling, Child, 

And I reply'd ,  My Lord. 
(The Collar) 

In 'A  True Hymn ' , the exchange brings to an unexpected and 
subtle conclusion the poet ' s  meditations about the adequacy of 
language to match sincerity of feeling: 

. . .  if th 'heart be moved 
Although the verse be somewhat scant 

God doth supplie the want. 
As when th'heart sayes (sighing to be approved) 
0, could I love! and stops : God writeth, Loved. 

The reassurance comes, not with the perhaps longed-for 
confirmation, ' You do love' , but with the reminder of the new 
covenant of mercy and redemption, 'You are loved ' .  

A beautiful example o f  an eminently Christian poem that 
seems to be founded on a passage from the Psalms is ' The 
Flower' .  It is not specifically an Easter poem, but its theme is 
resurrection, renewal, the recovery of life when all seems dead 
and gone. Few of Herbert' s  poems are more charged with per­
sonal emotion; but there are verses in Psalm 7 1  which suggest a 
context for the entire poem: '0 what great troubles and 
adversities hast thou showed me . . . Yet didst thou turn and 
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BRINGING ART TO THE PEOPLE 
The Mission of a Modern Hermit 

DEBBIE DAVIES 

Sister Wendy Beckett is a contemplative nun and art critic who 
lives in solitude in the grounds of a Carrnelite monastery. She 
was born in 1930 in South Africa and lived there, apart from an 
interlude of six years in Edinburgh, until the age of sixteen, 
when she left to join the Society of Notre Dame. She gained a 
congratulatory first in English from Oxford University and 
subsequently returned to South Africa to teach and lecture. In 
the early 1970s she was given papal permission to embrace a 
life of solitude. In her solitude she discovered the spiritual 
riches of art, mainly through the medium of postcards and 
books of paintings. 

Through a chance meeting with an art critic at an exhibition 
to which she was allowed to go, and who heard her explaining a 
painting to the friend who took her, she was invited to 
contribute to an art journal. Since that time she has achieved an 
international reputation as an art expert and critic, advising on 
exhibitions, not only in Britain but also in the United States and 
Russia, and has conducted interviews with such eminent modern 
artists as Robert Natkin, Helen Frankenthaler and Albert 
Herbert. She writes regularly for the national press and 
specialist art magazines: she has also written four major 
monographs. Several appearances on British television, including 
guest appearances, a thirty-minute film, and a walk-on part 
connected with a portrait of the National Gallery, culminated in 
November 1992 in her first BBC TV series on works of art. 
This past winter and early spring she hosted a second series, 
commenting on paintings in European art galleries, and early in 
1995 there will be another series on how to study paintings. 
These television appearances have led to her becoming 
something of a cult figure in Britain, but this aspect least 
represents her gifts as an art critic. In the art world she is 
highly respected on her own merits and for over a decade has 
been providing not only an important, but also a unique contri­
bution to contemporary art criticism through her ability to 
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Eastern Europe . 
. We sat i°: the long_ norther°: evening, listening to singing of 

smgular punty. Here m the rums of a medieval convent, people 
who had grown up in the ruins of a collapsing communist 
system, and who now face all the ambiguities and contradictions 
of an only apparently triumphant capitalism, were offering us 
somethi�g of amazing beauty-the beauty of art put wholly at 
the service of God. It was an art which showed us something of 
the background to the music of Arvo Part. We felt we could 
sense a moment of true resurrection. 

On my last morning I went to pay my respects to the newly 
electe� Lutheran Archbishop, Jaan Kiivit. After our meeting I 
we_nt . mto the small chap�l in the recently restored consistory 
bmldmg, where the Archbishop has his office. I had heard that 
there were frescoes in the chapel and had imagined carefully 
restored medieval paintings. Instead I found the walls and the 
vaults covered with contemporary paintings of angels, dominated 
by a great cross of light . Along the bottom of the walls were 
depicted the plants and flowers, the birds and animals of the 
Estonian countryside in springtime . Again it was a place which 
spoke powerfully of resurrection. 

All this is, of course , immensely fragile. Estonia is one of the 
smallest European countries, Russia one of the largest . If the 
economic situation is a degree better than it is in Latvia and 
Lithuania, it is still pretty precarious. One of the major banks 
had closed in the week we arrived. The problems of violent 
crime are present in the Baltic countries, as they are in 
Moscow, as they are nearer home. 

What is the importance in such a situation of such small 
gestures, of small groups of people rediscovering the beauty of 
Gregorian chant, of a highly talented artist learning icon 
:painting, of a li_ttle group of the Sisters of Mother Teresa living 
m a poverty-stncken block of flats, offering care and respect to 
the old and neglected? Having met all these people I can only 
say that I found the potential significance of their actions 
paradoxically great. Here as in other things, small is beautiful. 

Canon A.M. Allchin is Warden of the Sisters of the Love of God 
and well-known for his ecumenical work. 
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refresh me : yea, and broughtest me from the deep of the earth 
again. '  In Herbert ' s  words, 

How sweet , 0 Lord, how fresh and clean 
Are thy returns !  . . . 

The conceit of the flower that dies back to a bulb is surely 
Herbert 's  own : 

Who would have thought my shrivel' d heart 
Could have recovered greennesse? It was gone 

Quite underground; as flowers depart 
To see their mother-root, when they have blown; 

Where they together 
All the hard weather, 

Dead to the world, keep house unknown. 
The fantasy has an essentially English quality, combining as it 
does a gardener's affectionate feeling for the flowers he 
cherishes, with concern about the winter's cold and a pleasure in 
what homecoming can signify. But it may well derive from 
reflection on the psalmist ' s  words, 'Thou broughtest me from 
the deep of the earth again'. 

'The Flower ' is one of George Herbert' s  most characteristic 
p_oems; graceful in movement, beautifully cadenced, the diction 
simple .. What specially links it with the Psalter is the range of 
mood it encompasses. The poet is mindful of the wrath of God 
even while he celebrates his loving-kindness. And because 
Herbert is expressing religious feelings hallowed by centuries of 
repe�t� experience, his T is freed from any taint of ego­
centnc1ty. 

The title page of The Temple describes the contents of the 
book as 'Sacred Poems and Private Ejaculations', and cites 
Psalm 29, 'In his Temple doth every man speak of his honour'. 
Whether George Herbert himself planned the page , or whether it 
was perhaps Nicholas Ferrar, to whose care he entrusted the 
poems when he knew himself to be near death, we cannot tell. 
The designation is a helpful one for the modern reader who is 
more likely to approach sympathetically the poems tha! express 
personal moods than those that celebrate a feast of the Church 
or are homiletic in intention. It does not imply, however, that a 
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clear dividing line can be drawn between private and public 
poems. The Psalter itself comprises poems commemorating 
historical events, poems associated with particular feasts and 
fasts, and poems expressing the aspirations and frustrations of 
the individual human spirit. All the poems in The Temple are 
offered in honour of God and for the benefit, in the words 
attributed by Izaak Walton to George Herbert, of ' any poor 
dejected soul ' . There is provision for the congregation and for 
the individual . 

The church with psalms must shout, 
No doore can keep them out; 

But above all the heart 
Must bear the longest part . . .  

(Antiphon) 
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The very way in which our meeting was planned underlined 
its ecumenical character. We moved from place to place through 
the streets of the old city, in the mornings meeting in the crypt 
of the Catholic Church, St Peter and St Paul ; in the evenings in 
the church house of one of the larger Lutheran parishes. On 
Friday the 19th, the feast of the Transfiguration in the old 
calendar, we attended the liturgy in the Orthodox Church of St 
Nicholas . Walking about Tallinn, one soon became aware of 
being in a place which has been a cross-roads of East and West. 
The sixty per cent of the population which speaks Estonian is 
still basically Lutheran. The substantial Russian minority has 
Orthodox roots . On the hill overlooking the old city stands the 
Cathedral of St Alexander Nevsky, built at the end of the nine­
teenth century, symbol of Russia' s  imperial power. In the next 
square is the medieval cathedral of Tallinn, now the seat of the 
Lutheran archbishopric. 

If at the official level relations are still cautious, at the 
unofficial level they develop very quickly. Friendships made in 
the latter years of communism, when many who had grown up 
without religious faith were seeking a viable form of Christian­
ity, have been strengthened in recent years , not least through the 
influence of Taize .  Through its large East European gatherings, 
through the pilgrimages to Taize made by many young people, 
the community makes its presence felt. We saw this vividly on 
the last evening when a group of young people organized a 
prayer vigil in the ruins of the medieval Dominican convent, to 
which not only the members of our conference but also many 
people from local parishes came. Once again one experienced 
the power of the Taize liturgy, its candles, its silence, its simple 
repeated chants, its capacity to bring people together. 

No less moving was a concert given on Sunday evening in the 
same place by a small group of singers who have been discover­
ing a genuinely liturgical and prayerful style of music. As well 
as singing Renaissance polyphony, including a work of Thomas 
Tallis, they sang Estonian folk hymns. Taken from the Lutheran 
hymn book, the words often linked with the feasts of the 
Christian year, and were sometimes translations of pre­
Reformation popular hymns. But the music has been transformed 
by Estonian folksingers, and in the process acquired a flavour of 
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NEW LIFE IN ESTONIA 

A.M. ALLCHIN 

Europe with its intricate network of old contacts and old 
conflicts is endlessly surprising, endlessly interesting and, at 
least sometimes, surprisingly encouraging. This was the reflec­
tion prompted by a week spent in August in the capital of 
Estonia, Tallinn, a week of bright sunshine with long, lingering 
evenings, for we were as far north as the Orkneys . An ecumeni­
cal conference brought together delegates from outside Estonia, 
but included a considerable element of contact with Christian 
people of the locality. It was one of the biennial meetings of an 
association called Kaire, now almost thirty years old. The 
association includes women consecrated to the service of Christ 
and the Church, from all the major traditions . Some are 
members of Benedictine communities , both Catholic and 
Lutheran; some are Orthodox nuns; some represent the 
deaconess communities of continental Protestantism; some the 
active congregations of the Roman Catholic Church. 

The general theme of the conference was the Beatitudes. The 
Western organisers of the meeting had been aware that there 
would be interest among Christian people in Tallinn. A par­
ticularly eloquent letter from an Orthodox lay-woman was one 
of the factors which had made them decide to venture into this 
northernmost of the Baltic states .  But no one could have fore­
seen the extent and strength of the local interest .  A well-rooted 
ecumenical association from Western Europe found itself face to 
face with the spontaneity, enthusiasm and creativity of a small 
group of Christians who had banded together in the difficult 
days of communism. 

We discovered something of their spirit on our first evening 
together. One of the most outspoken members of the local group 
who welcomed us was a leading member of the local Baptist 
Church.  She said, 'I just felt that we had to have nuns and 
sisters walking on the streets of Tallinn. Our people never see 
you. Your presence would somehow alter the atmosphere of our 
city. ' We were not surprised to learn that of the other members 
of the group one was Lutheran, one Catholic and one Orthodox. 
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CELTIC CHRISTIANITY 
Its Foundations and Current Popularity 

ALAN SUTER 

Many people ask why it is that there is an upsurge of interest in 
Celtic Christianity, indeed in all things Celtic. It is , I believe, 
connected with the great issues of our time, such as human 
dignity and the future of our planet, which deeply concern 
people of all religious faiths and none. At the same time, there 
is a commercial aspect to this upsurge. Books with a Celtic 
theme, such as the Taliesin Novels of Stephen Lawhead, can be 
bought from station bookstalls, and jewelry and garments with 
Celtic patterns and designs are universally available in high 
street shops . Yet in a confused and undirected way even this 
may be a search for an alternative set of values and beliefs .  
There are parallels, also many differences , between the interest 
in Celtic Christianity and the popularity of all things Celtic 
found in the secular world. 

Our world is disenchanted with organized, institutional 
religion, and is looking for fresh inspiration. Rightly or 
wrongly, the Celts are thought to embody something that 
Western society has lost, in particular a perceived harmony with 
the natural environment, and the sense of its sacredness . It is no 
accident that at a time when the world lacks confidence about its 
future it looks for hope to a spirituality nurtured in adversity in 
that period, known as the 'Dark Ages ' ,  which followed the end 
of the Roman occupation of Britain in the mid fifth century. 
This sense of the sacredness of creation comes through very 
strongly in the tales of the Celtic Saints , in ancient Celtic 
Christian verse, and in its modem adaptations . At the same 
time, this search for the sacred sometimes proceeds without any 
reference to Christianity at all. The quest for wisdom from the 
Celtic pagan past finds its most public expression in the solstice 
celebrations at Stonehenge, and in the pursuit of the Arthurian 
legends at Glastonbury and elsewhere. 

Dr Patrick Thomas, in his book, Candle in the Darkness, 
(Gomer Press ,  1993), has shown us that few could have bettered 
the Celtic saints when it came to Christianizing former pagan 
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sites, and overlaying pagan cults and stories with Christian 
meaning. Yet we must also beware of the opposite practice, 
namely today' s  tendency to syncretize Celtic Christianity with all 
sorts of pagan rituals and philosophies. Furthermore, there are 
those who claim that Celtic Christianity had more in common 
with Buddhism than with Western Christianity. 1 Though it may 
be valid to draw comparisons both between their methods of 
prayer and forms of monastic life, we cannot equate a non­
theistic religion with one which has such a profound sense of 
the presence of the Deity in the world of matter. 

The Celtic Saints would, no doubt, be greatly amused at the 
variety of people who find images of themselves in Celtic 
Christianity. Feminists, teetotallers, papists and puritans have all 
appealed to the Celtic Church for justification of their beliefs. 
There is also a tendency among those disenchanted with institu­
tional religion to look to the Celts as a freewheeling, laid-back 
alternative which they think they can mould to suit themselves. 
Bede and other historians of the early centuries of Christianity 
in Britain show that there was considerable ill-feeling between 
the Celtic Church and the episcopal authorities in Rome, but we 
would be quite wrong to infer that the two had little or nothing 
in common. Moreover, whatever may be the appeal of the 
beauty and simplicity of the Celtic Christian expression of faith, 
there was considerable personal discipline found in its practice. 
We should be wary of attempts to drive a wedge between the 
Celtic Church and other Churches, both in the past and in the 
present. 

What are, however, the essential elements of Celtic Christian­
ity which we can discern from its poetry and prose, from the 
legends which have come down to us, and from the holy sites, 
many of which have become places of pilgrimage? Though this 
article refers principally to Celtic Christianity in Wales, its 
presence in Scotland, Ireland, Northumbria, Cornwall, and 
Brittany is noted. 

There is no doubt that Celtic Christianity in Wales in the fifth 
to seventh centuries was a very inclusive religion, in which 
Christianized pagan cultic rituals appear to have played a 
prominent role. This renders Celtic Christianity open to 
suspicion of susceptibility to syncretism, though current 
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Celtic Christianity, in both its historical and contemporary 
expressions, provides a helpful new direction for the Christian 
Church today. There will be Christians who will want avoid it, 
but to a Christian Church faced with threats to the future of the 
planet, the Celtic Christian vision brings hope. 
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is its positive appreciation of the material. The Celts '  under­
standing of matter being spirit-bearing has provided a breath of 
fresh air in a Christianity that is often perceived as repressive 
and inward-looking. So often the spiritual and the material have 
been at variance with one another, rather than the material being 
embraced by the spiritual. The Celtic Christian vision is a 
beacon of light to a theological culture so conscious of man' s  
s infulness that it forgets the image of  God in  which man is 
made. 

The Celtic world was full of suffering, but the Celtic 
Christian spirit was one overlaid with joy. Their understanding 
of metanoia, repentance, as A.M. Allchin points out in his 
lecture, 'Celtic Christianity, Fact or Fancy? ' ,  was a sorrow that 
made for joy.9 It was the repentance of a renewed mind 
capturing the original vision for which human beings were 
made, where the world of nature and of humanity were not to 
be rejected, but to be warmly embraced. 

We cannot avoid observing a common vision between the 
Celtic Christians and the saints who guided the Eastern Church 
in the latter half of the first millennium. In his defence of the 
veneration of icons, St . John of Damascus writes: 

I worship the creator of matter who became matter for my 
sake, who willed to take his abode in matter; who worked 
out my salvation through matter. Never will I cease 
honouring the matter which wrought my salvation. 10 

And Professor Vladimir Lossky summarizes the thought of 
St.Maximus the Confessor saying: 

In his way to union with God, man in no way leaves crea­
tures aside, but gathers together in his love the whole 
cosmos disordered by sin, that it may at last be transfigured 
by grace. 1 1 

The coinherence of Spirit and matter, so characteristic of 
Celtic Christianity ,  has left its mark on the Celtic mind and also 
on cultures where Eastern Orthodoxy has played a historical 
role. The many points of contact with the spirituality of the 
Christian East gives those attracted by Celtic spirituality greater 
confidence in its validity. 
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scholarship can allay such susp1c1ons . There are s ites all over 
the Celtic world which express the inclusiveness of Celtic 
Christianity ,  and give evidence of assimilating an active pagan 
cult . 

The road from Chester to Corwen in Clwyd passes through 
the village of Llandegla. Here, near the parish church dedicated 
to St Tecla, there are some alder trees beside which a spring 
arises .  The origins of this spring, and the rituals that have taken 
place there, illustrate not only an important facet of Celtic 
Christ ianity, but also the difficulties that many people have with 
this type of Christianity. This is borne out in this extract from 
the eighteenth-century traveller, Thomas Pennant , who passed 
through Llandegla on a tour of Wales . He describes the strange 
ritual that sometimes took place there: 

The water is under the tutelage of the saint ; and to this day 
is held to be extremely beneficial in the Clwyf Tegla, 
St.Tecla 's disease, or the falling-sickness .  The patient 
washes his limbs in the well; and makes the offering into it 
of four pence; walks round it three times; and thrice repeats 
the Lord's  Prayer . . . If the afflicted is of the male sex . . .  
he makes the offering of a cock; . . . if of the fair sex, a 
hen. The fowl is carried in a basket, first round the well; 
after that into the church-yard . . . and . . . round the church. 
The votary then enters the church; gets under the 
communion-table; lies down with the Bible under his or her 
head; is covered with the carpet or cloth, and rests there till 
break of day; departing offering six pence, and leaving the 
fowl in church. If the bird dies, the cure is supposed to 
have been effected, and the disease is transferred to the 
devoted victim. 2 

Francis Jones describes this as ' stark paganism' ,3 and in the 
mid-eighteenth century , the local Rural Dean gave strict 
instructions to discourage the superstitious practice and admit no 
one to the church at night . However, not all clergy of the 
period shared this view of the rituals at the Ffynnon Degla (St 
Tecla' s  Well) .4 The foregoing extract gives a clear indication 
that there are prominent features of Celtic Christianity which did 
not commend themselves to Welsh church life in times past, and 
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with which some of today 's  Christians would be decidedly 
uncomfortable. 

There is too the better-known healing spring in North Wales, 
the Ffynnon Gwenffrewi, at Holywell, to which many came for 
healing in the Middle Ages . During the Protestant Ascendancy, 
Roman Catholics from both sides of the Irish Sea would come 
to receive the waters, often at dead of night. The cult of St 
Winifred of Holywell is laden with pagan mythology. She was 
decapitated by a jealous lover, and a spring issued from the 
ground where her head fell, which was then restored by St 
Beuno. According to the historians, Sabine Baring-Gould and 
John Fisher, there are several legends of Celtic women saints 
being decapitated and springs emerging at the point of impact 
with the ground, and more than one story of St Beuno being the 
agent of restoration. It is thought that the sacrifice of a young 
woman at a sacred well may have been part of Celtic pagan 
religous practice, and this element was assimilated into the 
stories of the saints . 5 Together with the Celtic Christian practice 
of establishing church buildings and hermitages near water, the 
assimilation became a means of evangelizing Wales . 

Yet when we look at the story of St Winifred, even after 
accepting the demythologization carried out by Baring-Gould and 
Fisher, we find that the conflict of God and evil and the victory 
of the Cross is central. Caradog, Winifred's  suitor, is jealous of 
her desire to serve God. No matter how much pre-Christian 
wrapping the stories of the Celtic saints have, there is no doubt 
that the Cross is firmly planted at their heart. One of the 
greatest Welsh poets of this century, David Gwenallt Jones, has 
represented this beautifully in his poem entitled "Cymru": 

The dust of all the saints of the ages 
And the martyrs lies in your bosom; 
It was you who gave them breath, 
And you who took it from them. 

The angels would be walking here 
Their footprints on your roadways, 
And the Holy Spirit nested 
Dovelike in your branches .  
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Poets heard on wind and breeze 
His cry of sacrifice, His gasp of pain, 
And in the middle of your forests 
The Tree of the Cross was seen. 6 

There is also a strong tradition of the 'holy fool ' ,  that is, 
living a life of foolishness for Christ's sake. The foolishness of 
God being wiser than human wisdom is exemplified by Jesus 
being mocked and abused on the Cross; this has been a power­
ful theme at different times in Christian history, influencing the 
lives of many saints, Eastern and Western. One such was St 
Cynog, about whom Hugh Thomas, the Breconshire Herald, 
wrote in 1702: 

In his youthfull days forsaking this World for the next , he 
retired from his Fathers Court to a . . . Hermitage . . .  
betweene Brecknock and Battle . . . where he traviled up and 
downe in a poor miserable Habit and made himself a heavy 
boult or Ring of Iron for his head roughly twisted togather 
. . . This rendered him . . . the Seo me and Derition of all that 
saw him.7 

In the establishment of monasticism in the Celtic lands, we 
see exemplified a way of following the Cross. The influence of 
Egyptian monasticism on the Celtic monastic movement in the 
fifth to seventh centuries is maintained by many scholars8 There 
is evidence of a cult dedicated to St Anthony of Egypt at 
Llansteffan on Cardigan Bay. There have also been a number of 
pottery finds in Wales , Cornwall, and Ireland dated between 450 
and 530, which indicate a flourishing sea trade between Western 
Britain and the Eastern Mediterranean during this period. 
Anthony and his fellow hermit , St Paul of Thebes, are both to 
be found on a ninth-century Cross panel at Nash in Glamorgan, 
and both feature in the Black Book of Carmarthen , written in 
the thirteenth century. The prevalence of the eremitic as well as 
the coenobitic life also suggests an Eastern rather than a 
Western influence on Celtic monasticism. Martyrdom, monasti­
cism and the practice of holy foolishness,  all emphasize the 
centrality of the Cross in Celtic Christian spirituality. 

However, the most characteristic feature of Celtic Christianity 
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is its positive appreciation of the material. The Celts '  under­
standing of matter being spirit-bearing has provided a breath of 
fresh air in a Christianity that is often perceived as repressive 
and inward-looking. So often the spiritual and the material have 
been at variance with one another, rather than the material being 
embraced by the spiritual. The Celtic Christian vision is a 
beacon of light to a theological culture so conscious of man' s  
s infulness that it forgets the image of  God in  which man is 
made. 

The Celtic world was full of suffering, but the Celtic 
Christian spirit was one overlaid with joy. Their understanding 
of metanoia, repentance, as A.M. Allchin points out in his 
lecture, 'Celtic Christianity, Fact or Fancy? ' ,  was a sorrow that 
made for joy.9 It was the repentance of a renewed mind 
capturing the original vision for which human beings were 
made, where the world of nature and of humanity were not to 
be rejected, but to be warmly embraced. 

We cannot avoid observing a common vision between the 
Celtic Christians and the saints who guided the Eastern Church 
in the latter half of the first millennium. In his defence of the 
veneration of icons, St . John of Damascus writes: 

I worship the creator of matter who became matter for my 
sake, who willed to take his abode in matter; who worked 
out my salvation through matter. Never will I cease 
honouring the matter which wrought my salvation. 10 

And Professor Vladimir Lossky summarizes the thought of 
St.Maximus the Confessor saying: 

In his way to union with God, man in no way leaves crea­
tures aside, but gathers together in his love the whole 
cosmos disordered by sin, that it may at last be transfigured 
by grace. 1 1 

The coinherence of Spirit and matter, so characteristic of 
Celtic Christianity ,  has left its mark on the Celtic mind and also 
on cultures where Eastern Orthodoxy has played a historical 
role. The many points of contact with the spirituality of the 
Christian East gives those attracted by Celtic spirituality greater 
confidence in its validity. 
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tional religion to look to the Celts as a freewheeling, laid-back 
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would be quite wrong to infer that the two had little or nothing 
in common. Moreover, whatever may be the appeal of the 
beauty and simplicity of the Celtic Christian expression of faith, 
there was considerable personal discipline found in its practice. 
We should be wary of attempts to drive a wedge between the 
Celtic Church and other Churches, both in the past and in the 
present. 

What are, however, the essential elements of Celtic Christian­
ity which we can discern from its poetry and prose, from the 
legends which have come down to us, and from the holy sites, 
many of which have become places of pilgrimage? Though this 
article refers principally to Celtic Christianity in Wales, its 
presence in Scotland, Ireland, Northumbria, Cornwall, and 
Brittany is noted. 

There is no doubt that Celtic Christianity in Wales in the fifth 
to seventh centuries was a very inclusive religion, in which 
Christianized pagan cultic rituals appear to have played a 
prominent role. This renders Celtic Christianity open to 
suspicion of susceptibility to syncretism, though current 
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Celtic Christianity, in both its historical and contemporary 
expressions, provides a helpful new direction for the Christian 
Church today. There will be Christians who will want avoid it, 
but to a Christian Church faced with threats to the future of the 
planet, the Celtic Christian vision brings hope. 
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NEW LIFE IN ESTONIA 

A.M. ALLCHIN 

Europe with its intricate network of old contacts and old 
conflicts is endlessly surprising, endlessly interesting and, at 
least sometimes, surprisingly encouraging. This was the reflec­
tion prompted by a week spent in August in the capital of 
Estonia, Tallinn, a week of bright sunshine with long, lingering 
evenings, for we were as far north as the Orkneys . An ecumeni­
cal conference brought together delegates from outside Estonia, 
but included a considerable element of contact with Christian 
people of the locality. It was one of the biennial meetings of an 
association called Kaire, now almost thirty years old. The 
association includes women consecrated to the service of Christ 
and the Church, from all the major traditions . Some are 
members of Benedictine communities , both Catholic and 
Lutheran; some are Orthodox nuns; some represent the 
deaconess communities of continental Protestantism; some the 
active congregations of the Roman Catholic Church. 

The general theme of the conference was the Beatitudes. The 
Western organisers of the meeting had been aware that there 
would be interest among Christian people in Tallinn. A par­
ticularly eloquent letter from an Orthodox lay-woman was one 
of the factors which had made them decide to venture into this 
northernmost of the Baltic states .  But no one could have fore­
seen the extent and strength of the local interest .  A well-rooted 
ecumenical association from Western Europe found itself face to 
face with the spontaneity, enthusiasm and creativity of a small 
group of Christians who had banded together in the difficult 
days of communism. 

We discovered something of their spirit on our first evening 
together. One of the most outspoken members of the local group 
who welcomed us was a leading member of the local Baptist 
Church.  She said, 'I just felt that we had to have nuns and 
sisters walking on the streets of Tallinn. Our people never see 
you. Your presence would somehow alter the atmosphere of our 
city. ' We were not surprised to learn that of the other members 
of the group one was Lutheran, one Catholic and one Orthodox. 
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CELTIC CHRISTIANITY 
Its Foundations and Current Popularity 

ALAN SUTER 

Many people ask why it is that there is an upsurge of interest in 
Celtic Christianity, indeed in all things Celtic. It is , I believe, 
connected with the great issues of our time, such as human 
dignity and the future of our planet, which deeply concern 
people of all religious faiths and none. At the same time, there 
is a commercial aspect to this upsurge. Books with a Celtic 
theme, such as the Taliesin Novels of Stephen Lawhead, can be 
bought from station bookstalls, and jewelry and garments with 
Celtic patterns and designs are universally available in high 
street shops . Yet in a confused and undirected way even this 
may be a search for an alternative set of values and beliefs .  
There are parallels, also many differences , between the interest 
in Celtic Christianity and the popularity of all things Celtic 
found in the secular world. 

Our world is disenchanted with organized, institutional 
religion, and is looking for fresh inspiration. Rightly or 
wrongly, the Celts are thought to embody something that 
Western society has lost, in particular a perceived harmony with 
the natural environment, and the sense of its sacredness . It is no 
accident that at a time when the world lacks confidence about its 
future it looks for hope to a spirituality nurtured in adversity in 
that period, known as the 'Dark Ages ' ,  which followed the end 
of the Roman occupation of Britain in the mid fifth century. 
This sense of the sacredness of creation comes through very 
strongly in the tales of the Celtic Saints , in ancient Celtic 
Christian verse, and in its modem adaptations . At the same 
time, this search for the sacred sometimes proceeds without any 
reference to Christianity at all. The quest for wisdom from the 
Celtic pagan past finds its most public expression in the solstice 
celebrations at Stonehenge, and in the pursuit of the Arthurian 
legends at Glastonbury and elsewhere. 

Dr Patrick Thomas, in his book, Candle in the Darkness, 
(Gomer Press ,  1993), has shown us that few could have bettered 
the Celtic saints when it came to Christianizing former pagan 
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clear dividing line can be drawn between private and public 
poems. The Psalter itself comprises poems commemorating 
historical events, poems associated with particular feasts and 
fasts, and poems expressing the aspirations and frustrations of 
the individual human spirit. All the poems in The Temple are 
offered in honour of God and for the benefit, in the words 
attributed by Izaak Walton to George Herbert, of ' any poor 
dejected soul ' . There is provision for the congregation and for 
the individual . 

The church with psalms must shout, 
No doore can keep them out; 

But above all the heart 
Must bear the longest part . . .  

(Antiphon) 
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The very way in which our meeting was planned underlined 
its ecumenical character. We moved from place to place through 
the streets of the old city, in the mornings meeting in the crypt 
of the Catholic Church, St Peter and St Paul ; in the evenings in 
the church house of one of the larger Lutheran parishes. On 
Friday the 19th, the feast of the Transfiguration in the old 
calendar, we attended the liturgy in the Orthodox Church of St 
Nicholas . Walking about Tallinn, one soon became aware of 
being in a place which has been a cross-roads of East and West. 
The sixty per cent of the population which speaks Estonian is 
still basically Lutheran. The substantial Russian minority has 
Orthodox roots . On the hill overlooking the old city stands the 
Cathedral of St Alexander Nevsky, built at the end of the nine­
teenth century, symbol of Russia' s  imperial power. In the next 
square is the medieval cathedral of Tallinn, now the seat of the 
Lutheran archbishopric. 

If at the official level relations are still cautious, at the 
unofficial level they develop very quickly. Friendships made in 
the latter years of communism, when many who had grown up 
without religious faith were seeking a viable form of Christian­
ity, have been strengthened in recent years , not least through the 
influence of Taize .  Through its large East European gatherings, 
through the pilgrimages to Taize made by many young people, 
the community makes its presence felt. We saw this vividly on 
the last evening when a group of young people organized a 
prayer vigil in the ruins of the medieval Dominican convent, to 
which not only the members of our conference but also many 
people from local parishes came. Once again one experienced 
the power of the Taize liturgy, its candles, its silence, its simple 
repeated chants, its capacity to bring people together. 

No less moving was a concert given on Sunday evening in the 
same place by a small group of singers who have been discover­
ing a genuinely liturgical and prayerful style of music. As well 
as singing Renaissance polyphony, including a work of Thomas 
Tallis, they sang Estonian folk hymns. Taken from the Lutheran 
hymn book, the words often linked with the feasts of the 
Christian year, and were sometimes translations of pre­
Reformation popular hymns. But the music has been transformed 
by Estonian folksingers, and in the process acquired a flavour of 
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Eastern Europe . 
. We sat i°: the long_ norther°: evening, listening to singing of 

smgular punty. Here m the rums of a medieval convent, people 
who had grown up in the ruins of a collapsing communist 
system, and who now face all the ambiguities and contradictions 
of an only apparently triumphant capitalism, were offering us 
somethi�g of amazing beauty-the beauty of art put wholly at 
the service of God. It was an art which showed us something of 
the background to the music of Arvo Part. We felt we could 
sense a moment of true resurrection. 

On my last morning I went to pay my respects to the newly 
electe� Lutheran Archbishop, Jaan Kiivit. After our meeting I 
we_nt . mto the small chap�l in the recently restored consistory 
bmldmg, where the Archbishop has his office. I had heard that 
there were frescoes in the chapel and had imagined carefully 
restored medieval paintings. Instead I found the walls and the 
vaults covered with contemporary paintings of angels, dominated 
by a great cross of light . Along the bottom of the walls were 
depicted the plants and flowers, the birds and animals of the 
Estonian countryside in springtime . Again it was a place which 
spoke powerfully of resurrection. 

All this is, of course , immensely fragile. Estonia is one of the 
smallest European countries, Russia one of the largest . If the 
economic situation is a degree better than it is in Latvia and 
Lithuania, it is still pretty precarious. One of the major banks 
had closed in the week we arrived. The problems of violent 
crime are present in the Baltic countries, as they are in 
Moscow, as they are nearer home. 

What is the importance in such a situation of such small 
gestures, of small groups of people rediscovering the beauty of 
Gregorian chant, of a highly talented artist learning icon 
:painting, of a li_ttle group of the Sisters of Mother Teresa living 
m a poverty-stncken block of flats, offering care and respect to 
the old and neglected? Having met all these people I can only 
say that I found the potential significance of their actions 
paradoxically great. Here as in other things, small is beautiful. 

Canon A.M. Allchin is Warden of the Sisters of the Love of God 
and well-known for his ecumenical work. 
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refresh me : yea, and broughtest me from the deep of the earth 
again. '  In Herbert ' s  words, 

How sweet , 0 Lord, how fresh and clean 
Are thy returns !  . . . 

The conceit of the flower that dies back to a bulb is surely 
Herbert 's  own : 

Who would have thought my shrivel' d heart 
Could have recovered greennesse? It was gone 

Quite underground; as flowers depart 
To see their mother-root, when they have blown; 

Where they together 
All the hard weather, 

Dead to the world, keep house unknown. 
The fantasy has an essentially English quality, combining as it 
does a gardener's affectionate feeling for the flowers he 
cherishes, with concern about the winter's cold and a pleasure in 
what homecoming can signify. But it may well derive from 
reflection on the psalmist ' s  words, 'Thou broughtest me from 
the deep of the earth again'. 

'The Flower ' is one of George Herbert' s  most characteristic 
p_oems; graceful in movement, beautifully cadenced, the diction 
simple .. What specially links it with the Psalter is the range of 
mood it encompasses. The poet is mindful of the wrath of God 
even while he celebrates his loving-kindness. And because 
Herbert is expressing religious feelings hallowed by centuries of 
repe�t� experience, his T is freed from any taint of ego­
centnc1ty. 

The title page of The Temple describes the contents of the 
book as 'Sacred Poems and Private Ejaculations', and cites 
Psalm 29, 'In his Temple doth every man speak of his honour'. 
Whether George Herbert himself planned the page , or whether it 
was perhaps Nicholas Ferrar, to whose care he entrusted the 
poems when he knew himself to be near death, we cannot tell. 
The designation is a helpful one for the modern reader who is 
more likely to approach sympathetically the poems tha! express 
personal moods than those that celebrate a feast of the Church 
or are homiletic in intention. It does not imply, however, that a 
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dejection. The psalmist 's God, moreover, is not a Listener only, 
but a Speaker, whose utterances may be directed to a general 
assembly or to the individual soul. Personally phrased exchanges 
between man and his Maker constitute the tradition to which 
Christian devotional poetry belongs. 

Obviously the doctrine of the Incarnation makes possible a 
tone of tender intimacy quite foreign to the Hebrew Psalter. 
This tone is often found in medieval religious lyrics , and it is 
markedly present in the poems of George Herbert. The four­
teenth century 'Quia amore langueo' may be seen as a precursor 
of ' The Sacrifice ' , though to poignancy the later poem adds 
irony and wit. Herbert can ejaculate, 'Ah ,  my dear ' ,  as he 
contemplates the graciousness of Jesus his Master; and when his 
poems take the form of colloquies, the voice of God is wonder­
fully gentle: 

Me thought I heard one calling, Child, 

And I reply'd ,  My Lord. 
(The Collar) 

In 'A  True Hymn ' , the exchange brings to an unexpected and 
subtle conclusion the poet ' s  meditations about the adequacy of 
language to match sincerity of feeling: 

. . .  if th 'heart be moved 
Although the verse be somewhat scant 

God doth supplie the want. 
As when th'heart sayes (sighing to be approved) 
0, could I love! and stops : God writeth, Loved. 

The reassurance comes, not with the perhaps longed-for 
confirmation, ' You do love' , but with the reminder of the new 
covenant of mercy and redemption, 'You are loved ' .  

A beautiful example o f  an eminently Christian poem that 
seems to be founded on a passage from the Psalms is ' The 
Flower' .  It is not specifically an Easter poem, but its theme is 
resurrection, renewal, the recovery of life when all seems dead 
and gone. Few of Herbert' s  poems are more charged with per­
sonal emotion; but there are verses in Psalm 7 1  which suggest a 
context for the entire poem: '0 what great troubles and 
adversities hast thou showed me . . . Yet didst thou turn and 
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BRINGING ART TO THE PEOPLE 
The Mission of a Modern Hermit 

DEBBIE DAVIES 

Sister Wendy Beckett is a contemplative nun and art critic who 
lives in solitude in the grounds of a Carrnelite monastery. She 
was born in 1930 in South Africa and lived there, apart from an 
interlude of six years in Edinburgh, until the age of sixteen, 
when she left to join the Society of Notre Dame. She gained a 
congratulatory first in English from Oxford University and 
subsequently returned to South Africa to teach and lecture. In 
the early 1970s she was given papal permission to embrace a 
life of solitude. In her solitude she discovered the spiritual 
riches of art, mainly through the medium of postcards and 
books of paintings. 

Through a chance meeting with an art critic at an exhibition 
to which she was allowed to go, and who heard her explaining a 
painting to the friend who took her, she was invited to 
contribute to an art journal. Since that time she has achieved an 
international reputation as an art expert and critic, advising on 
exhibitions, not only in Britain but also in the United States and 
Russia, and has conducted interviews with such eminent modern 
artists as Robert Natkin, Helen Frankenthaler and Albert 
Herbert. She writes regularly for the national press and 
specialist art magazines: she has also written four major 
monographs. Several appearances on British television, including 
guest appearances, a thirty-minute film, and a walk-on part 
connected with a portrait of the National Gallery, culminated in 
November 1992 in her first BBC TV series on works of art. 
This past winter and early spring she hosted a second series, 
commenting on paintings in European art galleries, and early in 
1995 there will be another series on how to study paintings. 
These television appearances have led to her becoming 
something of a cult figure in Britain, but this aspect least 
represents her gifts as an art critic. In the art world she is 
highly respected on her own merits and for over a decade has 
been providing not only an important, but also a unique contri­
bution to contemporary art criticism through her ability to 
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weave a profound spiritual insight into first-class art criticism. 
Her conviction that art is for everybody has also led her to 

address an impressive range of persons and to command respect 
in such diverse worlds as Oxford University, the Terry Wogan 
show, and the Royal Academy. Her chosen mission, however 
(or the one she feels has been chosen for her) , is directed 
toward the general public, because in her experience so many 
people find themselves either unmoved by or uncertain and 
afraid of art, and in particular of modern art. She believes this 
to be sadly unnecessary and wants people to experience the 
critical difference art can make to our perceptions of life. In an 
article written for an exhibition of modern art at the Usher 
Gallery, Lincoln, she writes, ' I  am speaking of the art of our 
own times because that is the only art we meet in exposure, so 
to speak. The art of the past has its own credentials already. ' 
The art of our own or recent times also has a quality of accessi­
bility because, as she points out in her book, Art and the 
Sacred, 'we are still speaking the same language and can find a 
common meeting-place more readily. ' This concern with 
language also emerges in a preface she wrote to her translation 
of the sermons of John of Ford, on the final verses of the Song 
of Songs, and underlines her appreciation of word and image to 
effect the human heart. The translation also testifies to a side of 
her other than her public image. 

My attention was first drawn to Wendy Beckett through an 
article in the Radio Times publicizing her first television series. 
My interest in art (albeit lapsed, if not dormant) , and in the 
spiritual in its widest sense, led me to watch it. The strength of 
her delight ignited my own into life. In the light of her 
enthusiasm I moved from relative blindness to a position where 
I could ' see ' or at least understand something of what was not 
only gladdening her eye but also her heart. It was at this level 
that her impact upon my life became the more profound. Her 
insight that art could provide an intense communication of 
personal truth, coincided with a personal longing for integrity of 
soul above all things. From the television series I proceeded to 
her writings. Here she expanded the conviction that art could 
unfold the truth of our inner being. Writing of the world of 
Albert Herbert, she commented that, in a very real sense, the 
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major, and the writer sustains himself by the recollection of 
God 's  infinite power and his goodness as manifested to his 
chosen people. ' I  will remember the works of the Lord, and call 
to mind thy wonders of old time . . . and my talking shall be of 
thy doings. ' The concluding verse of 'Man's  Medley' illustrates 
a similar modulation :  

Yet ev 'n  the greatest griefs 
May be reliefs, 

Could (Man) but take them right, and in their wayes. 
Happie is he, whose heart 

Hath found the art 
To turn his double pains to double praise. 

As for the sense of God 's  faithfulness and enduring mercy, there 
are very frequent expressions of this in Herbert ' s  poems. 'The 
Discharge' provides an example: 

Either grief will not come: or, if it must, 
Do not forecast. 

And while it cometh, it is almost past. 
Away, distrust : 

My God hath promis 'd, he is just. 
Psalm 77 concludes with a recital of God 's  particular mercies to 
the children of Israel. An equivalent, in The Temple, is the long 
poem, 'Providence ' ,  not one of Herbert ' s  triumphs, but in senti­
ment firmly based on the Hebrew Psalter. 

Herbert ' s  reliance on the Psalter is something that goes deeper 
than verbal or stylistic indebtedness. Anyone accustomed to 
repeating the psalms daily and nightly comes to rely on the 
assumption that he is addressing a Listener. The Hebrew con­
ception of God stresses the mystery of his supreme holiness, but 
also declares his accessibility. His ways are past man's  compre­
hension, his majesty and omnipotence are unquestionable. Yet 
the human heart and voice, individual or collective, are 
privileged to praise or plead with a Deity merciful as well as 
mighty. Herbert takes it for granted that poetry is a concomitant 
of worship. This perhaps is what leaves the readers of his 
poems with a general impression of their serenity and con­
fidence, even though so many of the poems actually express 
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The psalmist, acutely conscious of the adversities that have 
befallen him, is driven to meditate upon past as well as present, 
seeking for explanation, in human terms, of his predicament. ' I  
have considered the days of old, and the years that are past. I 
call to remembrance my song, and in the night I commune with 
my own heart and search out my spirits. ' Herbert ' s  distinctively 
autobiographical poems, such as 'Affliction I' and 'The Pearle ' ,  
in the context of such verses can be seen to belong to the 
ancient tradition of meditative self-examination, part of the 
penitential process. The unobtrusiveness of Herbert ' s  personal 
reminiscences owes something, no doubt, to his temperament 
and courtly manners; but something, too, to the constant repeti­
tion of psalms employing the first person singular. Compared 
with the psalmist, who acts as spokesman for his congregation 
and even for his nation, the seventeenth-century poet of course 
uses a far more individual, even idiosyncratic, personal style. 
Nevertheless, Herbert can and does speak for his fellow­
Christians in dozens of poems that use ' I '  and 'my' .  

The next three verses of Psalm 77 embody the sense of 
desolation so often experienced by the psalmists (as by most 
mystical writers). 'Will the Lord absent himself for ever, and 
will he be no more entreated? Is his mercy clean gone for ever, 
and is his promise come utterly to an end for evermore? ' A 
comparable passage from Herbert is stanza five of 'The Search' :  

Where is God? What hidden place 
Conceals thee still? 

What covert dare conceal thy face? 
Is it thy will? 

Here again are repeated interrogatives; but it is noteworthy that 
the poet addresses himself directly to the Deity, invoking 'My 
God ' ,  rather than referring to 'The Lord' and his mysterious 
ways. The poem continues with a meditation on the inscrutabil­
ity of divine wisdom. The psalmist, having interpreted his 
distress as a sign of God's displeasure, now accepts it as, 
partially at least, the effect of human frailty. 'And I said, it is 
mine own infirmity: but I will remember the years of the right 
hand of the most Highest. ' The key now changes from minor to 
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artist experienced no choice in what he painted as his images 
forced themselves out by an inner constraint. In a very moving 
exposition of the work of Georgia O'Keefe, she uncovered a 
similar process , a particularly touching one in the context of the 
Victorian age, which rendered such integrity doubly courageous. 
It became clear that being an artist could be to take on 'a  
vocation of exposure and nakedness in front of your own truth' 
as she said in interview she gave to The Sunday Times, and I 
was moved by the vision. The ' spiritual ' impact of a picture 
stems from its coming from the totality of an artist' s  being, 
even when it is connecting with all that is most dark in him, 
and that it is ' a  wonder and revelation when we behold it' , to 
quote from another article, in Art Quarterly . 

Sister Wendy also caught my attention in an interview with 
the painter Robert Natkin, recorded in Modern Painters. The 
theme they discussed was the power of art to transform even the 
darkest human experiences through the courage to confront them 
and to work with them creatively. I found this insight particu­
larly revealed in a painting by Carol Weight entitled 'The 
Battersea Park Tragedy' .  Here the artist refers to a real event, 
that of an accident at a fun-fair costing the lives of several 
children. There are two worlds here: there is a world of sorrow 
and desolation; there is also a world of radiance and liberty and 
angelic presence. For me the meaning and power lie in the 
poignant figure of the angel, who provides a connecting link by 
hiding his face in grieving hands. This inability to be divorced 
from the rending of the human heart opened mine to receive the 
wider context he stands for and to set my own tragedies and 
those of the world around me in it. Peter Fuller, writing of 
Robert Natkin, said his work showed ' the legitimacy of hope as 
against the inevitablity of despair ' .  Integrity by itself is not 
enough; longing for transformation must also be born and this 
can only come through vision and hope. Art can be a medium 
for these qualities. 

Here art touches on the 'spiritual' .  Sister Wendy defines 
spiritual art as art known by its personal power, a power that 
can bear one into domains beyond our human knowledge and 
put one in touch with the mystery we refer to as 'God' . It is 
worth noting, as she does, that this power is not confined to 
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' religious ' �h�mes. A_s an anthropologist I appreciated the insight 
that the spmtual, with the sacred as its intensest form and the 
religious, are not necessarily synonymous. Indeed, \n some 
societies there is no word for religion! Rules methods 
religio1:1s language and dogmatic formulation have ' long bee� 
stumblmg blocks for me, for anthropology widens horizons as to 
what can define God , as art has Sister Wendy's .  In offering art 
as an anonymous and immediate approach to God , she provides 
an alternative route. She has certainly shown an emphatically 
secular age that art can be a way of entering a numinous 
dimension and in particular of touching truth. For her this is 
another name for God, who in the Christian context defined 
himself through Jesus Christ as being the way, the life and the 
truth. In extending the concept of religious art she has clarified 
the relationship that can exist between art and the spiritual for 
the contemporary world, enriching the term 'spiritual ' through 
her insights. 

H�r explicitly r�ligious writings are correspondingly few , a 
�act m part dete?I1med by her publishers, who had the receptiv­
ity of her audience at heart. However, she has raised two 
important questions of an explicitly religious nature in talks or 
interviews. The first relates to the present lack of a theology of 
�rt and the second to what kind of art it is appropriate to place 
m the church of today . If one is interested in the first, her 
contrib�tion is limited by her own decision. It could be argued 
�at this was based on a premature acknowledgement of l imita­
t10n. True, she has no formal background in theology, but then 
neither does she in art, and she more than holds her own in the 
art world. And a congratulatory first at Oxford testifies to no 
me�n intellect. Her writings themselves support a more generous 
estimate of her knowledge, profundity and ability than her own. 
One might also in this context mention the traditional under­
standing of the theologian as ' a  man of God' and examine S ister 
Wendy' s  credentials in the light of this, combined with the 
esteem of her Superior and her fellow religious . 

With regard to the second question, Sister Wendy enters 
arenas of dispute where angels might well fear to tread. Her 
presence has been well to the fore in connection with headlines 
such as ' Image of Christ splits congregations' .  Her openness , 
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p�rvasive than the phrases and images that can be convincingly 
cited as evidence of his familiarity with them. 

A consideration of Psalm 77 will serve to suggest the kind of 
relationship that exists between the Psalter as a whole and 
Herbert ' s  poems. It opens with a declaration that Herbert 
certainly made his own: ' I will cry unto God with my voice: 
even unto God will I cry , and he shall hearken unto me. '  It is 
?nl� on _ this assumption that devotional poetry has any real 
Justification. It has to be based on the belief that some kind of 
exchange between man and his Maker is not only possible, but 
n�rmal . . H�rbert�s - most_ memorable_ and exquisite expression of 
this behef m spmtual mtercourse 1s perhaps his poem , ' Bitter­
sweet' :  

Ah my dear angrie Lord, 
Since thou dost love, yet strike, 
Cast down, yet help afford; 
Sure I will do the like . 
I will complain, yet praise; 
I will bewail, approve: 
And all my sowre-sweet dayes 
I will lament and love. 

Di_sregarding any af�niti�s _that may exist between this poem and 
Ehzabethan love-lyncs, it 1s clear that Herbert' s  lines epitomize 
the content, and indeed the procedure, of many psalms. 

The writer of Psalm 77, having begun with the affirmation 
that God will listen to his complaints , goes on to describe his 
state of distress: 'When I am in heaviness, I will think upon 
God: when my heart is vexed, I will complain. Thou boldest 
mine eyes waking: I am so feeble that I cannot speak. ' George 
Herbert, no stranger to physical ills, voices his own sense of 
misery in l ines such as these from 'The Crosse' • 

' 

One ague dwelleth in my bones, 
Another in my soul (The memorie 

What I would do for thee, if once my grones 
Could be allow'd for harmonie) 

I am in all a weak, disabled thing . . .  
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Perhaps the most telling link between Psalm 31 and the poems 
of Herbert is to be found in 'The Forerunner ' ,  that remarkable 
piece of self-revelation. The poet, noting the first white hairs 
that betoken approaching old age with its impaired powers, 
reminds himself-not once but three times-that as long as he is 
able to affirm with the psalmist Thou art still my God, the loss 
of his poetic mastery of language will matter little. He can 
hardly bear to think of the decline of his artistry: 'Farewell, 
sweet phrases, lovely metaphors . . .  Lovely enchanting language, 
sugar-cane/Hony of roses . . . ' Yet he stoutly maintains that these 
are not the essentials of what he has to offer. As long as his 
heart can echo Thou art still my God, communication will not 
break down: 

He will be pleased with that dittie, 
And if I please him, I write fine and wittie. 

Images traceable to the Psalms need not, of course, derive 
directly from them, for many occur in the parables of Jesus or 
are associated with his miracles. In 'Obedience ' , with its direct 
verbal echo of Psalm 8, 'What is man, that thou art mindful of 
him? ' ,  the allusion may well be to the smiting of the barren fig­
tree : 

Lord, what is man to thee 
That thou shouldst mind a rotten tree? 

Indeed, it goes without saying that Herbert 's poems show his 
familiarity with the scriptures in general, Old Testament quite as 
much as New. The daily offices of Morning and Evening Prayer 
require the reading of substantial passages from the Bible. In A 
Reading of George Herbert,7 Rosemond Tuve has expatiated on 
his constant use of typology. Present-day readers, less 
acquainted with the Bible than even the least learned of 
Herbert ' s  parishioners, can pick up some of the allusions and 
quotations only in an annotated edition of The Temple. This 
means that our response is less heart-felt than it should be. The 
recognition of scriptural or liturgical references enhances our 
appreciation of what Herbert is at, in his fashioning of poems 
intended for the glory of God as well as the edification of his 
fellows. My contention, however, is that the influence of the 
psalms is an ever-present element in The Temple, far more 
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v1s10n and courage have enabled her to testify to the supreme 
function of art to transcend the educative or illustrative, 
especially when addressing the issue of works of art viewed as 
' too confrontational' or ' too real ' for a church to cope with. The 
mildly religious theme lacks the power to take people beyond 
the confines of their faith or further than they can go by 
themselves. She remarks and challenges the safety-first attitude 
that asserts that if one does what has always been done one 
can' t  go wrong. While true in the sense that one is less likely to 
arouse antagonism, it must be false in relation to human growth 
and transformation. 

Sister Wendy is a wonderful communicator. She speaks from 
impact rather than technical training, and perhaps the power of 
immediacy is one of her greatest gifts. Her vision of how art 
can emich us must be another. She is certainly an ' eye opener ' 
is the best sense of the phrase; whether one is in sympathy with 
the view presented is another matter. The ' invigorating sense of 
what it is to be human' which she finds in art is not always 
comfortable . She leaves us no theology of art-indeed, in terms 
of the focus of her 'mission' this would be inappropriate-but 
she does leave us with something which is even more precious. 
It is possible to live without theology; that is not to deny its 
importance but to acknowledge its limitation. As Sister Wendy 
remarked in the Hussey Lecture for 1993, 'Because we have a 
theology we must not think we understand. '  Nor, I would add, 
must we think we have the answer to the problem of our 
humanity which daily so impinges on us. If one acknowledges 
the transitory nature of our dogmatic formulations as interim 
statements about our journey to God, combined with our 
incapacity to allow written statements to change us, then one 
must give credence to the possibility and power of something 
greater than ourselves and our imaginings to do so. Perhaps 
Sister Wendy's  gift is to bring this to our attention. 

Debbie Davies is a member of FLG and a librarian at the 
Bodleian Library. She has received the Barbara Pym Award to 
compile a bibliography of Sister Wendy 's writings. 
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BOOKS 

LNING THROUGH DYING: The Spiritual experience of Saint 
Paul by Douglas Dales . Lutterworth Press , 1994. £ 12 .99. 

Official church history in the West points to Peter as the 
founding Father. 'Tu es Petrus' is inscribed in letters of gold 
around the dome of Michaelangelo ' s great imperial basilica in 
Rome. But, after Jesus, it is Paul, rather than Peter, whose 
writings and personality stand out most clearly from the pages 
of the New Testament . From Augustine to Kierkegaard and 
Barth, Paul has provided the framework that has shaped and 
moulded Christian theology. Nor does the influence stop there. 
Autobiography and the classic novel, in the opinion of some, 
rise out of the pages of those vivid letters, which occupy so 
much space in the Christian canon. 

The subjectivity of Paul is, for layperson and scholar alike, 
the most difficult aspect of the man to grapple with. His 
writings open up a whole new world of inwardness, quite unlike 
anything that has gone before. For Josipovici, the author of The 
Book of God, this is suspect. Paul abandons the solid, ancient, 
family-oriented concept of character and destiny, and in 
consequence stands alone. Thus he condemns himself to the 
need to sustain the truth of his conversion by its constant public 
reiteration. But for Douglas Dales, autobiography and subjectiv­
ity in the writings of Paul reveal the inner workings of love and 
salvation. By exploring the meaning of suffering in such detail, 
and so publicly, Paul not only equipped the early Church to 
survive an age of persecution, he provided the language for 
saints and mystics for generations to come. 

This is a book written with immense thought and care. It 
stays remarkably close to its central texts, and is a combination 
of scholarly study and devotional reading-a book that is at its 
best when read slowly, with the Bible at hand for constant 
reference. Used in this way Douglas Dales can help us make 
sense of so much that often seems bewildering . The picture of 
Paul that emerges is not that of someone 'exploring in minute 
detail the the workings of perversity in himself' (thus Josipovici, 
and indeed the impression given by the brief extracts from the 
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and Psalm 22:6 ,  'But as for me, I am a worm and no man: a 
very scorn of men, and outcast of the people' . 

0 do not use me 
After my sinnes! look not on my desert, 
But on thy glorie! then thou wilt reform 
And not refuse me: for thou only art 
The mighty God, but I a sillie worm; 

0 do not bruise me. 

The rest of the poem, however, draws on a wealth of biblical 
imagery, ranging from Genesis to the Book of Revelation, to 
conclude with a plea for mercy through the saving grace of 
Christ' s  blood shed for sinners: 

Thou art both Judge and Saviour, feast and rod, 
Cordiall and Corrosive: put not thy hand 
Into the bitter box; but O my God, 

My God, relieve me! 

Many of Herbert' s  poems, like this one, are animated by the 
Reformation theology of Grace. Others, however, are written 
with a degree of affection and even of playfulness that is quite 
foreign both to the Reformers and to the Hebrew Psalter. 

Thou that hast giv 'n so much to me, 
Give one thing more, a gratefull heart. 
See how thy beggar works on thee 

By art. (Gratefulnesse) 

Over the stall in the choir of Lincoln Cathedral assigned to 
the canonry and prebend of Leighton Ecclesia are carved the 
words In te, Domine, speravi . George Herbert was instituted, by 
proxy, into this canonry in 1 626; and though we have no record 
of his ever having officiated in the cathedral, or indeed in the 
church of Leighton Bromswold (restored at his expense through 
the good offices of the Ferrar family) , we can be reasonably 
sure that there was one duty expected of the canons that he did 
carry out. This was the daily recitation of psalms assigned to 
the holder of each canonry. George Herbert' s  were Psalms 3 1  
and 32, and the motto over the stall gives the opening words of 
the Vulgate version of Psalm 3 1 .  
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convert and glad my soul/And brought my mind in frame'-but 
it still holds its place in English hymnody. 

Throughout Europe in the sixteenth century the translation of 
the Psalms into the vernacular was a widespread practice. In 
England, among many others, Sir Philip Sidney and his sister, 
the Countess of Pembroke, had between them versified the 
entire Psalter. Sidney was responsible for the first forty-three 
psalms. After his death, Lady Pembroke took up the task and 
was notably successful in maintaining and even excelling the 
standard set by her brother. Louis Martz has suggested that 
these versified psalms represent ' the closest approximation to the 
poetry of Herbert's Temple that can be found anywhere in 
preceding English poetry. '4 They were not printed until 1823,5 

but their fame was considerable, and it can be confidently 
assumed that Herbert knew and admired them. There is, as 
well, the fact that he was a kinsman of the Earls of Pembroke, 
and that his parish of Bemerton, in their gift, was on the out­
skirts of Wilton, where the translations had been composed. 

Much could be, and has been, written about Herbert ' s  debt to 
the poetry of Sir Philip Sidney. A more general debt to Sidney' s  
critical remarks about sacred poetry should not be overlooked. It 
can scarcely be doubted that the young Herbert ' s  resolution to 
devote his own poetic energy to religious verse owes much of 
its inspiration to Sidney ' s  argument in An Apology for Poetry, 
published in 1595: 

Other sorts of Poetry almost have we none, but that lyrical 
kind of songs and sonnets; which, Lord, if he gave us so 
good minds, how well it might be employed, and with how 
heavenly fruit, both private and public, in singing the 
praises of the immortal beauty, the immortal goodness of 
that God who giveth us hands to write and wits to conceive; 
of which we might well want words, but never matter; of 
which we could tum our eyes to nothing, but we should 
ever have new-budding occasions. 6 

George Herbert naturally interpreted the Psalms in the light of 
Christian doctrine. The opening of 'Sighes and Granes' is 
strongly reminiscent of Psalm 103 : 10, 'He bath not dealt with 
us after our sins nor rewarded us according to our wickedness' , 
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epistles that make up the liturgical cycle), but rather of someone 
who sees the divine love and purpose in all that happens, even 
in the blows of evil that so constantly assault his mission. So 
Paul becomes the one who enables us to make sense of our own 
discipleship, by showing that our own inner spiritual conflict is 
part of the wider tragedy of humanity from which none may 
escape. ' In the human heart the fall of man may be checked and 
turned by Christ himself. ' But only if we tread the path of 
living through dying, and that, as Fr Dales shows, is an 
endeavour of love through which we co-operate in prayer. 

The main part of the book is devoted to a detailed exposition 
of the biblical texts, principally Philippians 3 and 2 Corinthians . 
Indeed the latter is printed as a summative final chapter. But 
Dales also examines the antecedents of Paul ' s  theology: Isaiah 
53, Psalm 22 and, helpfully, the Lamentations of Jeremiah. The 
same chapter looks at Paul ' s  immediate successors, Clement, 
Ignatius and Polycarp. A final chapter examines the implications 
of this vision for our contemporary Church . 

It is here that the book seems to be least satisfactory, though 
that is perhaps because the turmoil of our own Church in recent 
years makes us long for a blueprint .  The author may be wise in 
simply laying out the evidence and resisting too many con­
clusions . So much is in the process of change. We live, as 
Donald Allchin reminds us in the preface, in a century of 
Christian martyrdom. Twentieth-century tyranny rivals that of 
any age in church history-an unexpected conclusion from the 
perspective of North America and Western Europe, whose 
churches have, until now, been comfortable, established 
institutions, at ease in their local society. That is not a situation 
that encourages us to take too much notice of a message whose 
central theme is living through dying. But as the forces of a 
secular age gain momentum, the contrast between Christian 
living and any alternative becomes sharper. Douglas Dales 
knows, through his contacts with the churches in Eastern 
Europe, what such a contrast implies, and in many ways this 
book is a tribute to the years of suffering that Christians in the 
former USSR have endured. Sometimes I found myself 
regretting that he did not make more explicit what he clearly 
knows about their travails. We need to heed their wisdom. 
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As the last traces of comfortable, imperial Christendom 
disappear, what shape will the Church begin to have, how will 
our leaders express their authority, what words and images are 
we to use to proclaim the saving truth? Scattered through these 
pages are pointers towards the answers these questions may 
have. But in the end the only authentic answer lies in a life that 
is lived under God, worked out in the here and now of this and 
the next moment. 'Have peace in yourself, and thousands around 
you will be saved, ' says Seraphim of Sarov. This book traces 
the line between Paul and Seraphim, and Douglas Dales makes 
clear where our call and responsibility lie. As we grope our way 
into the the future, sifting through crises of finance, parish 
structure and all the other issues of a Church in the process of 
rapid change, this is a book to which we can turn with 
gratitude. It will sustain and renew and pull us back again to the 
daily realities of Christian living. 

DAVID BARTON 

THE OIL OF GLADNESS: Anointing in the Christian Tradition, 
edited by Martin Dudley and Geoffrey Rowell. SPCK, 1993. 
£15. 

In Aberdeen, where I live, if you mention oil, the image that 
springs to mind is of a thick black liquid pumped ashore from 
oil rigs in the North Sea. Despite the fact that the first oil-well 
in the world was drilled less than a century and a half ago, and 
for thousands of years before that 'oil' normally meant olive oil, 
undeniably it does not have for us the significance it had for the 
people of the Bible. 

For those who wish to encourage the revival of the practice of 
anointing in a religious context, it is vital to realize how much 
the secular context has changed. Olive oil is no longer-if it 
ever was in Britain-a staple element of everyday life, one of 
the three essential items of the Mediterranean triad celebrated by 
the Psalmist: 'Thou has put gladness in my heart since the time 
that their corn and wine and oil increased' (Ps. 4 :7) .  If we wish 
to demonstrate that anointing is a legitimate and meaningful use 
of a material substance to convey a spiritual grace-a genuine 
sacrament, in fact-we have to overcome both an almost total 
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phraseology, in the prayer-book version especially, was as 
familiar to Herbert as daily bread. Add to this the employment 
of psalms in private devotions, and the congregational use of 
metrical psalms, so well-established in Herbert's day, and the 
influence of the Psalter on a mind both devout and poetic is 
bound to be profound. 

It is a striking fact that among all the poems of The Temple, 
there is only one metrical version of a psalm, the much-loved, 
'The God of Love my Shepherd is ' .  Herbert from childhood 
must have been thoroughly familiar with the versified Psalter of 
Sternhold and Hopkins, which was actually added to the Book 
of Common Prayer in 1562. These renderings, with their four­
square tunes, were easily memorized and became extremely 
popular. If the farm labourers around Bemerton did sing psalms 
at work, as Walton suggests, presumably they would have 
chosen the metrical versions. The forced rhymes and wrenched 
syntax make many of them artistically lamentable, but their 
colloquial diction played its part in establishing the 'Old 
Version' as the most popular, widely diffused collection of verse 
in sixteenth- and seventeenth-century England. Coburn Freer, in 
'Music for a King' ,3 makes the point that they were written to 
be sung, not spoken or read silently. Their stabilization of the 
iambic line had a lasting effect on the expectations of the 
average Englishman when exposed to verse. On George Herbert 
these clumsy renderings may have exercised a mainly negative 
influence. They were so patently inadequate as specimens of 
workmanship to adorn the Temple of God. Yet, as Freer 
observes, the courtly and common aspects of religious song 
meet in Herbert. His constant awareness of the perils of 
extravagant and over-ingenious versification in poems directed to 
a God 'to whom all hearts be open, all desires known', may 
well be rooted in his familiarity with heartfelt singing of these 
typically post-Reformation people's psalms. 'Although the verse 
be somewhat scant,' as he observes in 'A true Hyrrme' ,  

The finenesse which a hyrrme or psalm affords, 
Is, when the soul unto the lines accords. 

Certainly, Herbert's one metrical psalm is a homespun piece; it 
actually echoes a phrase from Sternold and Hopkins-'He did 
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fervour. Increasingly he recognizes that there is not a necessary 
corresponde�ce-!hat there m�y even be a necessary discrepancy 
-between smcenty of devotion and beauty of expression. But 
the inter-relationship of praise, poetry and prayer seems self­
evident to Herbert: 

Lord, I will mean and speak thy praise, 
Thy praise alone. 

My busie heart shall spin it all my days . . .  
. 

(Praise II) 
In this paper I want to suggest that one of the chief sources for 
his confidence in the supreme worth of sacred poetry derives 
from his profound familiarity with the Psalter; and that his 
familiarity helps to explain the controlled variety of tone and 
mood that is so striking a feature of Herbert' s  poetry. 

A moment' s  reflection on Herbert' s  course of life reminds us 
how from childhood onward his mind and spirit were steeped in 
the psalms. We know from Donne' s  sermon on the death of 
Lady Danvers , formerly Mrs Herbert, that it was her custom 
not only to attend the daily offices , but in her own home with 
h�r who!e household, every Sunday, to 'shut up the day, at 
mght, with a generall ,  with a cheerful singing of Psalms; this 
1-ct_ of cheerfulnes�e was still the last Act of that family, united 
m 1t selfe, and with God. '2 If this was how she conducted her 
Chelsea household, it is more than likely that Magdalen Herbert, 
the devout mother, early widowed, of ten children, had practised 
the same routine of praise and prayer throughout their formative 
years . 

A� W:stminster School George Herbert attended the daily 
services m the Abbey, where Coverdale' s version of the psalms 
(incorporated into the Book of Common Prayer) would have 
become wholly familiar. During his long residence at Cambridge 
the daily recitation of the appointed psalms in the chapel of 
Trinity College was woven into the fabric of his life. It became 
the prescribed duty, once he was ordained. The rubric in the 
Pr�yer Book enj_oins that 'All . Priests and Deacons are to say 
dally the Mormng and Evenmg Prayer, either privately or 
openly, not being let by sickness or some other urgent cause' . 

Constant liturgical use of the psalms meant that their 
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unfamiliarity with its traditional symbolism and a strong sense 
that this is simply liturgical archaism, in its more elaborate 
forms bordering on magic and superstition. 

This collection of essays commissioned by the Church Union 
The�logical CoIIlD!ittee attempts to address the issue as compre­
hensively as possible. The most useful essays are those which 
speak_ from exp:rience of the value of anointing in ministry to 
the sick and dymg, and those which explain the cultural back­
ground in the ancient Near East and the Mediterranean world in 
which the various ritual usages discussed were a natural exten­
sion of everyday practice. I remain unconvinced, however, that 
the �leth�ra of _blessings and anointings described in the chapters 
on h_rurg1cal history can be or should be revived in Anglican 
practice. 

For three centuries the only authorized use of oil in the 
Church of England was the anointing of the sovereign in the 
coron�tion service, which has clear biblical warrant. Equally 
clear 1s the warrant for anointing the sick with oil, understood 
not as a pr�paration for de�th but as a sacrament of healing. 
Barely mentioned by the editors, the Scottish Prayer Book has 
pr?vided for the . anointing . of the sick since 1929, but nothing is 
said about blessmg the 011. It is not apparent that it need be 
blesse? at al! , but if it is (and no form of words is provided) 
there 1s nothmg to suggest that the right to do so is reserved to 
the bishop. Of recent years, however, the number of dioceses in 
which oil is blessed by the bishop on Maundy Thursday (a day 
already overloaded with liturgical significance) has increased 
dramatically, even if the English General Synod is still reluctant 
to a�thori�e a f�rm of blessing. The danger of not doing so is 
that It obhges bishops to make up their own rite or borrow the 
Roman on�, which has recently been drastically simplified. In 
my own d10cese, we now follow the Roman practice of renew­
ing ordination vows during the chrism mass, a no doubt 
edifying practice the logic of which is not immediately obvious 
in a Church which does not include anointing among the cere­
monies of ordination. 

It was understandable that in a culture where olive oil was in 
daily use as a cleansing agent, anointing before or after baptism, 
or both, was taken for granted; but there seems little reason to 
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revive a practice whose symbolism is o�scure �d which no one 
can claim to be an essential element m baptism. Most of the 
New Testament references to anointing seem, in fact, to be 
metaphorical. If anything, there are even strong�r groun�s for 
not including anointing as part of the confirmation service, at 
least until we are a great deal clearer than most of us are at 
present as to the real significanc� of c_onfirmation. . I am 
particularly appalled to discover that �n the �hoces� of Chichester 
confirmation candidates are signed with chnsm with the formula 
' receive the seal of the Spirit '-an explicit avowal of a theology 
of confirmation conclusively refuted forty years ago by the late 
Professor Lampe. 

The last two chapters are really appendices, giving liturgical 
texts, Eastern and Western. The final essay before that, on the 
revival of oils in contemporary culture, by Rebecca Abrams and 
Hugo Slim, returns to the theme of the firs� essay. Together 
they provide a theological frame for the ma1?1y pastoral and 
liturgical material of the rest of the book. Bnan Horne ope_ns 
the subject with a discussion of the sacramen!al 1:1se of ma�e�ial 
things, in which he emphasizes the centrahty �n a Christian 
world view of the belief that ' events and obJects are both 
themselves and at the same time, signs of something other than 
themselves' (p.'i2). Abrams and Slim point out that at one time 
oil 'assumed a vital role as a bridge between the secular and 
sacred spheres of human activity' (p. 179), but that for most 
twentieth-century people this bridge has broken down. They 
focus on the sinister influence of the cosmetics industry, raising 
unrealistic expectations by the use of quasi-religious langu�ge 
and imagery, alleging that ' the very idea of modern c?smetics 
implies a dissatisfaction and rejection of the body' .  -�his leads, 
paradoxically, to a marginalizing of the realm of spmt. If they 
are even partly right, a great deal of work needs to be done yet 
on sacramental theology and on the doctrine of creation before 
anointing with oil can regain the place it once �eld in the 
thought and practice of Christians. _This bo�k ,  despite a ":e�lth 
of fascinating detail, does not provide a rationale for anomtmg 
so much as the data upon which such a rationale might be 
developed. 

MICHAEL PATERNOSTER 
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GEORGE HERBERT AND THE PSALTER 
MARGARET BOTTRALL 

One of the more perverse critical remarks of T.S.  Eliot, 
provoked by what he considered � too hig� rati�g of Ge���d 
Manley Hopkins, runs as follows: To be a devotional poet 1s 
a limitation: a saint limits himself by writing poetry, and a poet 
who confines himself to even this subject matter is limiting 
himself too. • i  The first and third clauses of this argument 
express a defensible position, but what are we to make of the 
contention that 'a saint limits himself by writing poetry' ?  Not 
many canonized saints have excelled as poets; but the Canticle 
of St Francis of Assisi, the eucharistic hymns of St Thomas 
Aquinas, the mystical lyrics of St John of the Cross, con:e 
readily to mind as precious examples of what c� be comm:11:i­
cated in memorable form, by men whose mmds and spmts 
were ' centred on God. The sharing of a vision cannot be a 
limiting activity . The borderline between ".erba_lized prayer and 
devotional poetry is not easy to draw, and 1f s�mts can prop�rly 
articulate prayers and praises, they can also (given the xmagma­
tive and technical mastery requisite for the undertaking) properly 
compose poems. . The pursuit of sanctity may indeed, for some people, entail 
the suppression of creativity . But for George Herbert there was 
no such stark choice. Poetry for him was one of the essential 
means by which he pursued his Christian, e�entually �is 
priestly, calling. He was, of course, for most of �1s mature h�e 
a layman, a courtly academic , under no stringent ascetic 
discipline. On going up to Cambridge he had resolved, howeve!, 
to devote his poetic gifts entirely to sacred themes, and only m 
his Latin verse did he depart from this choice. It was a 
limitation, certainly, but not one that caused any apparent 
misgivings. His confidence in the worth of sacred poetry did not 
waver. 

This confidence transcends the frequent doubts that Herbert 
expresses about the success of individual poems; . doubts pro­
voked sometimes by distrust of eloquence, sometimes by the 
inadequacy of language to match emotion, sometimes by lack of 
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only people in the book that he does hug. Immediately after 
today' s  passage there is the rich man, who has everything­
everything money can buy, and everything religion can give­
through keeping the law from his youth. But the one thing he 
has not got is the only thing he needs-poverty, having nothing . 
He is a failure, he goes away sad. So there is something he has 
not got-success at following Jesus . And he is the only person 
in the book of whom it is said, Jesus loved him. The one 
beloved disciple is the one who couldn't face it. 

The person who occupies the climactic position at the end of 
the ministry narrative in chapter 12  is a widow with two coins 
who puts them both into the Temple treasury so she has nothing 
at all to call her own: and Mark does not think to tell us what 
happened to her next. She is the model for us, and that is all 
that Mark is concerned about: Having nothing is to possess 
everything. 

Let us therefore not be anxious because we are not getting 
better, but rather growing worse. Let us give up the idea of 
spiritual progress , if that means being more holy, more devout. 
God meets us in the absence of things, all sorts of things. And 
this is good news. Because we are not getting any better, but 
only worse; we are not making progress, but regressing fast. 
The only qualification is to have no qualifications; the only 
admission-ticket is that we haven't got one: we lost it, years 
ago, and we've been desperately looking for it ever since. Just 
say, ' I  haven't got anything to show you: I can't prove a thing: 
I can't tell you who I am, or provide a good reference, or tell 
you whom to ring up. I 'm an unqualified, unskilled, inexperi­
enced non-entity. '  Say that, and what he will say is, ' Come in, 
my dear. You are the very person we've been looking for. ' 

Canon John Fenton was a Canon of Christ Church, Oxford, 
from 1978 until his retirement in 1991 . 
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FEMINIST lliEOLOGY FROM THE THIRD WORLD: a Reader, 
edited by Ursula King. SPCK, 1994. £17.50. 

The papers in this book have been collected from Third World 
theological journals, as well as from World Council of Churches 
and Maryknoll Orbis publications of the last six to eight years . 
Through their academic training the authors are in close touch 
with First World trends, but it is the situation in their home 
countries which has influenced their particular brand of feminist 
theology. Their common feature is in being, in the editor 's 
words, 'deeply rooted in women 's experience ' ;  the titles in Part 
II 'Women's Oppression and Cries of Pain' ,  are an immediate 
indication of the misery of woman 's lot which is its chief 
concern. In 'The Church and Prostitution in Asia' , 'Violence 
Against Women in Development, Militarism and Culture' ,  
writers from Indonesia and Japan show how these afflictions 
have come in the wake of the new colonisation of consumerism 
and technology by the over-developed First World. 

Apartheid in South Africa has affected women more than 
men, the Church often disregarding that they too needed 
emancipation. Women from Ghana and Kenya see themselves in 
a similar category in their struggle for theological training and 
for acceptance thereafter for service in their churches. They also 
draw attention to the suffering imposed by zealous Christian 
missionaries suppressing indigenous customs which had given 
women a sense of self-worth, using the Bible to enforce an 
unwonted submission on them. 

The Third World, nevertheless, can have its own ' institutions ' 
of violence: the killing in India of unwanted female infants and 
brides lacking a sufficient dowry, or the agony of female 
circumcision in Africa. The general conclusion is that these evils 
will not be eradicated until there is a global plan to to help 
women everywhere. Ranjini Rebera, a Sri Lankan living in 
Australia, in the opening article of this section, 'Challenging 
Patriarchy' ,  lays the blame for women' s  oppression squarely at 
men's  door, enumerating offences within the family caused and 
endorsed by patriarchy. She does not see the Church able to 
achieve any redress ; 'the institutional Church does not have the 
vision or credibility to construct a just society' So much for 
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two thousand years of Christendom! No, only women can effect 
change, through ' collective action' .  Many writers, however, 
realise that feminism must be concerned with all human issues , 
not merely its own. 

This writer has a contribution in Part III, 'The Bible as a 
Source of Empowerment for Women' , where she projects her 
cry for female liberation into the Magnificat . A Guatemalan 
writer speaks of being inspired by the courage and fortitude of 
women in the Bible to take an active part in resisting 
oppression. Other contributors illustrate to what extent the 
gospel stories can reassure women in comparable situations . The 
significance of Bible study for African women, particularly the 
gospels, I would want to stress, as well as their deep sense of 
Christ ' s  presence. There are insights here I have never met 
anywhere else. 

But what does the title of Part I, 'Doing Theology from Third 
World Women' s  Perspective' ,  mean? Liberation Theology is 
based on the belief that God cannot be manifested, nor his 
Kingdom prevail, until the prophecy from Isaiah quoted by Jesus 
is fully realised throughout the world in political freedom and 
social equality . The common themes of Third World feminist 
theology are the same, stressing particularly solidarity with the 
poor, with underprivileged women, sharing and voicing their 
afflictions and demonstrating that theology is an activity, from 
which its thinking and theory arise, and not vice versa. The 
articles in this section, however, show that these aims are not 
interpreted in the same way by all its protagonists . But one has 
to allow the standpoint of theology as activity and creativity 
found in this section and in Part IV, 'Challenging Traditional 
Theological Thinking' ,  even if it involves some mental 
gymnastics with Christian doctrine. 

Part IV pursues this critical scrutiny, with Marianne Katoppo 
from Indonesia attacking Christianity ' s  all-male Trinity and 
making her linguistic case for the Holy Spirit to be regarded as 
feminine; and with Chung Hyun Kyung making her own inter­
pretation of being ' created in God's  image' . She makes the bi­
sexual aspects of divinity in Eastern religions her starting point 
for replacing the Christian concept of a dominant male deity 
(whose chosen people, as the Bible records, repeatedly 
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We must see it from the disciples ' point of view, which is 
really our point of view , if we think about it . We operate on the 
basis of necessary qualifications for entry. You must have some 
O-levels and some A-levels for this course . You must have 
favourable referees . You' ll have to show that you can pay the 
fees . You must be of good character. There' s  no point in apply­
ing unless you can show aptitude, and that there is evidence of 
real interest in the subject . That ' s  how selection is made: on 
merit, on previous performance. 

Once it is said that the Kingdom of God belongs .to those who 
are like children, all that is ruled out. Your can't test children­
not if they are young enough. Even the previous Secretary of 
State for Education didn't think you could. If you pick them 
young enough, they cannot have any qualifications, any good 
references , any way of paying the fees . You will not know 
about their characters , or their aptitude, or their interests . They 
will be too young to have had previous work experience, or to 
have notched up something that used to be called Brownie 
Points . 

Jesus is cross with the disciples for keeping the children away 
from him, and he is cross because children express exactly what 
it is that is needed for getting into the Kingdom of God: lack of 
skill, absence of experience; inability to perform well; no legal 
status; no right to possessions; not different from slaves; non­
persons . To be a child is to be a nobody. It is a negative 
symbol , and points to the opposite of wisdom, knowledge, skill, 
wealth, accomplishment. 

We and our world are on the side of the disciples: Jesus and 
the children are on the other side. We don't want to be like 
children. We don't want to be uninstructed, uneducated, 
ignorant, unskilled. We value all the blessings that get us out of 
childhood: learning, experience, maturity . We are going down 
the wrong road. What we should be doing is the opposite­
unlearning, de-skilling, losing our acquired merits and 
qualifications . 

The reading today was from Mark' s Gospel, and there is a lot 
of this in Mark; you might say this is what Mark' s book is all 
about. Children come twice, here in chapter 10 and before this 
in chapter 9. And in both places Jesus hugs them: they are the 
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recognize in him Jesus our victim (the one we have broken, the 
one who carries the sorrows we have laid upon him: the one 
who is wounded by our transgression), we ourselves may be 
broken by this recognition, and so be 'delivered over' to repen­
tance, and ourselves become a new child. 

In a few moments ' time the Son of Man will be 'delivered 
over' into our hands, and we shall become responsible for 
him-for all he contains and brings with him. 

Then the time will come for each of us to be delivered over 
to our death. And at that moment of being finally delivered over 
and let go of by others ; at that moment of completing our own 
delivery of ourselves over to others-in trust, in hope, in 
love-may we discover for ourselves the truth about 'being 
delivered over ' ,  for which, again, it is Herbert who gives us the 
words: 

What wonders shall we feel 
When we shall see thy full-eye 'd love, 
When thou shalt look us out of pain, 
And one aspect of thine spend in delight. 

Day after day, morning offering after morning offering, 
prayer time after prayer time, in one meeting with a person 
after another, may we learn to deliver ourselves over to stand 
before that 'full-eye'd love' . 

The Reverend James Coutts is a Priest Assodate of SLG, and 
Rector of St Mary's Church, Monmouth. 

ON GROWING WORSE 
Homily for the Twenty-seventh Sunday of Year B 

JOHN FENTON 

How extraordinary God' s  ways are! But we ought not to be 
surprised. We had been told that it was so: 'My thoughts are 
not your thoughts , my ways are not your ways' .  We keep for­
getting and imagine that God works like us, only more so. Then 
we get a gospel like this one-Mark 10, Jesus and the children. 
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oppressed women) with an all-inclusive, immanent, motherly 
goddess who renders women self-assertive, radiant and 
powerful. 

Contrasting views on Mariology are also expressed. A state­
ment from the 1987 Asian Christian Women' s  conference in 
S ingapore starts with a severe denunciation of Roman Catholic 
doctrine as ' reinforcing women' s  oppression' .  (The Protestant 
' rejection' of Mary is seen in the same light .) After a scathing 
review of Catholic teaching-which surely could be discounted 
by a reading of Mulieris Dignitatem-its own picture of Mary is 
certainly biblical, and appealing, and looks beyond women' s  
needs to the liberation of  the whole of  humanity. Ivone Gebara, 
together with Maria Clara Bingemer of Brazil, present a less 
provocative study in 'Mary, Mother of God, Mother of the 
Poor' .  

The 1987 Asian Christian Women' s  Conference statement, 
quoted in Part V,  'A Newly-Emerging Spirituality' ,  is very 
much in accord with feminist theology 's self-understanding and 
self-definition. A few phrases suffice to give its flavour: 
' Spirituality is born of reality . . .  ' not like 'traditional spirituality 
. .  . individualist, removed from the world . . .  to do with the 
interior life of perfection to attain salvation . .  . totally 
unconcerned with reality ' ,  but it is ' the driving force enabling 
women to cope . . . based on the Bible . . . community-oriented. ' 
And it is interpretation of scripture 'without the mediation of 
men' . 

An example which puts this view to the test is S ister Luz 
Beatriz Atellano ' s story from Nicaragua, with its background of 
suffering due to civil war, where it is not in Church ritual that 
women find hope but in working together and meditating on 
Christ and his teaching about the Kingdom of God, where 
women may be the only ones who can remedy the situation and 
whose testimonies are evidence of their devotion and self­
sacrifice. 

A fascinating book, though sometimes I would like to talk 
back, particularly to suggest that there can be good patriarchy as 
well as a bad, and authoritarian mothers and wives as well as 
fathers and husbands. It leaves me, too, with many unanswered 
questions , the main ones being 'Aren't  feminist theologians in 
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danger of creating God in their own image? ' And 'Which comes 
first, liberation or salvation? i.e. do you have to be free in 
order to be saved, or saved in order to be free?' 

WENDY CHIU 

EUROS BOWEN, Priest-Poet/Bardd-Offeiriad, edited by Cynthia 
and Saunders Davies. Church in Wales Publications, 1993. 
£5.95 .  

I� 1974 the Welsh poet, Euros Bowen, published a selection of 
his poems

., 
a�companied by his own translations into English 

verse. This 1s now out of print, however, and Archdeacon 
Saunders Davies, feeling that the Church in Wales had neglected 
one of her greatest poets, pressed for a new edition to be 
brought out, and was promptly commissioned to undertake the 
task himself . Euros Bowen, Priest-Poet/Bardd-Offeiriad is the 
result. It contains thirty poems selected by Saunders Davies and 
translated into English by Cynthia Davies, and twenty which had 
already appeared in previous publications in Bowen' s  own 
translations. They are introduced by an essay on 'The Poetry of 
Euros Bowen' by Canon A.M. Allchin. In addition, there is a 
pr�face by the Archbishop of Wales, the Most Reverend Alwyn 
Pnce Jones, a forew?r? by the Bishop of Monmouth, the Right 
Reverend Rowan Wilharns, and a summary biography by the 
Venerable Saunders Davies. 

The poems cover a variety of topics-the natural world 
(Brain/Crows), everyday objects (Cwpwrdd Oer/A Refrigerator) 
-:-and many . refl�ct his extensive literary and geographical 
Journeys (M1cena1/Mycenae), as well as his sense of the 
presence of God permeating all things (Pantocrator Cefalu/The 
Pantocrator of Cefalu). Each image acts not so much as a 
symbol as a point of departure, or rather of return, to Gad. As 
Saunders puts it, 'he considered himself a Sacramentalist rather 
than a Symbolist' .  The poetry is dense, full of echoes and subtle 
allusions, well repaying slow and repeated reading. 

Donald Allchin's article is full and detailed and (as one would 
expect), scholarly, enthusiastic, and rich in anecdote. His own 
breadth of knowledge, love of the Welsh language and long 
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And thou (Lord) with me 
shall Thee restore. 

To a lesser extent, we all know what it is like to be delivered 
over into the hands of men. We can imagine, or even know 
what_ it is like to _be an elderly person delivered over by thei; 
relatives to a retirement home; or to be delivered over to 
uncontrollable psychological compulsions. And there will have 
been occasions when we ourselves will have been in need of 
being received as a little child, with attention and awe and 
wonder. But, standing before the person whose welcome we 
have needed, we have been diminished or hurt by this person 
who is preoccupied with their own needs, engulfed in the 
agenda of their own compulsions . 
, I�onicall_Y, at the ve:Y moment when Jesus was thinking about 
bemg delivered over mto the hands of men', the disciples were 

also thinking about the same question, but from the other way 
round. They were thinking, 'Who is going to be delivered into 
my hands? Whi_ch of us is going to be the greatest in the king­
dom? Am I gomg to be the one who is to be chosen to make 
decisions on behalf of God?' 

And Jesus sat. down, _so that. all those who were standing up 
could, from their supenor station, look down on him and his 
kind of authority. And Jesus held a little child in his arms 
before them, and said, 'Welcome this little child. Welcome any 
person who stands before you, because in so doing you are 
:"elcoming and worshipping the mystery of the Father in his 
Images . In my Father's kingdom, those who have power serve. 
They protect and encourage the little child (which is inside each 
of us). They enable others to grow: they give to others what 
only those who are poor in spirit can give-security and 
encouragement, a sense of hope and wonder about themselves.' 

Even the Son of Man, who both recapitulates and contains 
within himself the history of each human child, even the Son of 
Man, who is the ' delivered over ' by the Father love of the 
Holy Trinity; even the Son of Man stands before u� to serve us. 
Almightiness delivering himself over to us, dependent upon our 
unique response and gift, 

As we begin to identify the child who stands before us, and 
7 



following Peter when he urged Christ to reject the possibility of 
suffering. We must aim, with God's grace, to be 'on the side of 
God', rather than to be influenced by a 'god-less' society. 

Canon John Woodley is a priest in the diocese of Glasgow and 
Galloway, serving as Rector of Christ Church, Dalbeattie. 

FULL-EYE'D LOVE 
Homily for the Twenty-fifth Sunday of Year B 

JAMES COUTTS 

Jesus said, 'The Son of Man will be delivered into the 
hands of men and they will put him to death.' (Mark 9:31) 

Running all through the history of the world, there is the theme 
of a 'delivering over' by God. At creation, when the world is 
formed, God, as it were, draws back the hem of his being, 
restricts himself, and delivers over space for what is other than 
his own being. Having made the creation in its huge variety and 
intricate splendour, God creates what is so beautiful that any­
thing more beautiful (other than God the Holy Trinity) could not 
be imagined-woman and man. And again God limits himself, 
delivering over to woman and man the future of his creation, 
the future of all other women and men, images of his glory. 
And in order that women and men should be encouraged to 
grow up into maturity and dignity, God exercises the supreme 
power of limiting his power, his freedom. And at the birth of 
Jesus, at the ascent of the Cross, at the descent into the 
passivities of hell, God again puts everything at risk, as Jesus, 
the Son of Man, is delivered over into the hands of men. 

In her parable of the Lord and the servant, Julian hints at this 
self-limiting by God as he awaits our response and our co­
operation in the work of redemption, when she wrote that, 
instead of sitting on his throne in state, 'our kind Father . . . sat 
upon the ground awaiting the completion of human redemption'. 
And tucked away in Herbert's poetry, the line occurs, 
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personal friendship with Euros, equip him singularly well for 
the task. The brief excursions into some of his other 
enthusiasms enhance, rather than detract from, the reader's 
enjoyment, and whet the appetite for what is to come. 

The poems are presented simply, with the translations on 
facing pages, as in the 1974 edition. This gives the choice of a 
first reading in one's own language, while offering the 
possibility of comparison and cross reference. Thus each poem 
may be savoured as a whole, whether the reader be Welsh or 
English speaking, without the often irritating need for constant 
reference to footnotes or vocabularies. There is no attempt at 
classification, except to divide Bowen's own translations from 
those of Cynthia Davies. 

So much for the presentation. Of his own selection, Euros 
writes in the 1974 Preface: 'the present selection is of some of 
the poems I thought I could transfer to some appreciable extent 
to English.' The twenty selected are examples of the particular 
themes highlighted by All chin in his essay. The remainder were 
chosen for their religious content, thus fulfilling the purposes of 
the publishers. But the choice also throws into relief a side of 
the poet which might not otherwise be obvious, and a vocation 
within the Church which might equally pass unobserved, 
illustrating the need for a poem that is a prayer. 

'Euros was above all a servant and a master of the word,' 
writes Canon Allchin. I have reason to remember it, having 
been firmly reprimanded on one occasion for using 'heddwch', a 
political word, instead of the more spiritual 'tangnefedd', to 
express peace. Cynthia Davies's translations show that she is 
conscious of and respects this meticulousness. They are not only 
accurate but also extraordinarily sensitive. Euros' own are often, 
understandably, freer. For example, in 'Blodau'r Haul/Sun­
flowers' (pp.38/39), 'Ilygad yn ei ben, yn gweld i'r byw'­
literally 'an eye in its head', or 'at its top seeing to the life'-is 
rendered, 'a bloom of eyes penetrating to the heart'. It is as 
though he were taking advantage of his own bilingualism to 
refine and enrich his thought, making full use of both languages 
to emphasize different associations of words. In his 1974 
Preface he writes, 
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Some of the originals were composed in 'cynghanedd' , 
which is a system of versification that combines consonantal 
equivalence and internal rhyme . . . The cynghanedd poems 
translated in this volume were composed in ... 
cynghanedd freed from traditional metres, with lines 
accentuated on the basis of rhythm . . . I have not attempted 
to reproduce cynghanedd effects. None of the other poems 
translated here were composed originally in metrical form. 
What I have attempted in both types of rhythm poems is an 
equivalence of phrase, while the rhythms correspond to the 
original Welsh in such a way that the order and feel of the 
English worlds reproduce as far as possible a movement and 
emphasis equivalent to the original sequence. 

On his own admission, ' I  have found some of the originals 
more translatable than others' ,  and this makes Cynthia's 
translations the more admirable. 

This book is not only an aesthetic delight, but also a tool of 
prayer, and it gives a rare insight to those not familiar with the 
Welsh language, ' the language of heaven' as it has been called, 
into one aspect of contemporary Welsh poetry. Cynthia and 
Saunders are to be congratulated on their initiative in making 
the work of an unusual Welsh genius accessible to a wider 
public. 

Canon Allchin writes in his study that Euros Bowen's poetry 
has 'a poetic relevance for our situation' ,  and that 'his work 
demands to be known and celebrated anew, not only in Wales 
and England but far beyond the Island of Britain.' I can only 
heartily endorse that view on spiritual, literary and-dare I 
say?-cultural grounds. 

OBLATE SISTER MARY SLG 

EYES ON THE LORD: View of a Contemplative by Duncan 
Basil. St Paul's, 1994. £4.99. 

It is not often that one can say of a book about prayer and the 
spiritual life that it is so absorbing that one cannot put it down. 
This kind of response is usually reserved for thrillers or 
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poorer parts of cities and towns. In such areas the Church at its 
best has responded practically to the spiritual and material 
deprivations. In recent years prophetic voices have spoken of the 
need for the institutional Church to show a 'bias to the poor' . 
Such calls might be said to imply that, generally speaking, the 
Church is structured and organized mostly for the benefit of the 
rich and well-to-do. However, as has been said before, there is 
a large degree of spiritual poverty among those who form the 
recognized and visible membership of many church congrega­
tions. 

It might appear to the outsider that a good deal of emphasis is 
given to the need to raise money to support the Church, its 
buildings, its administration and its stipendiary personnel. 
Certainly it would be a false view of poverty if the buildings 
that are needed and the leaders who are required were in a bad 
condition and unable to meet the basic spiritual requirements of 
the Church of today. But there is a danger that the work of the 
Church may be seen from the point of view of present-day 
secular standards rather than from the point of view of God. In 
this situation those in positions of authority and influence in the 
Church may offer little more than a patronizing smile to the 
vision of those who have been called to embrace a way of 
Christian living which includes the vow of poverty. However, it 
is the Church of God, and it may be that God needs to allow 
the Church to become impoverished in a worldly sense in order 
that it will better understand poverty as it is revealed in the life 
and teaching of Christ. 

It is the principal work of our Lord's ministry to care for and 
about the circumstances of the 'poor'-using that term to 
embrace the concept of both spiritual and material poverty. It is 
not a secondary option to care for and about the weak and 
deprived, the confused and the perplexed who are amongst the 
sufferers of our time. Here we must include those who for 
various reasons have received distorted or deformed ideas of 
God, or those for whom the loving and merciful God portrayed 
in the person of Christ has no meaning at all. 

It is largely because of his 'bias to the poor' that Christ is 
judged and condemned to death by people in positions of power 
and authority in the land. In our own time we must beware of 
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BIAS TO THE POOR 
Homily for the Twenty-fourth Sunday of Year B 

JOHN WOODLEY 

Jesus said to Peter, 'You are not on the side of God 
but of men.' (Mark 8:33) 

To admit the reality of suffering is difficult for those whose 
vision of this world allows little or no place for the existence of 
God. People may tum to various forms of religion expecting to 
discover an escape from the reality of a life which includes 
suffering. The apostle Peter is by no means alone in thinking 
that it was out of the question that the person whom he had just 
recognized and acknowledged to be the promised Messiah should 
rome to any harm-leave alone that he should be put to death. 

Those who are called to enter more deeply and thoughtfully 
into an experience of the Christian faith and way of life will be 
directed and trained to look at life principally from God's point 
of view. However obediently they try to respond to God's call 
they will know that suffering in one form or another is 
something to be faced. This may be an experience of their own 
or that of a member of their family or of their close friends. 
While we may think that we can lay a finger on the cause of or 
reason for our own suffering, it is usually much more of a test 
of our faith in God when we are faced with physical or mental 
suffering in the life of a close friend or relative. 

In time, Christ crone to be identified with the image of the 
Suffering Servant which we find in the reading from Isaiah 
50:5-9. Here we are presented with the picture of a man who is 
humiliated and abject; a man impoverished in a physical sense 
and as seen by the standards of the world, although it is said 
that he is 'untouched by insult'. Should a Christian who tries to 
live completely in obedience to the will of God in accordance 
with the commandments of love expect any different treatment? 

Here I focus on the concept of poverty as an expression of the 
Christ-like way of life-and as perceived in and by the Church 
today. It is frequently the case that the Church has appeared to 
be most effective in terms of mission and evangelism in the 
poorer parts of cities and towns. In such areas the Church at its 
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whodunits. But it is the experience of many who have opened 
this book and begun to read. It grips and carries the reader 
along by its sheer dynamism and enthusiasm, and also by its 
down-to-earthness and the many vignettes of real-life happenings 
from which most of us would not have the insight to draw 
deeper lessons. 

The author is a Cistercian monk who has had experience of 
monastic life in both Europe and Africa, 'working at every 
monastic job from growing tomatoes, keeping bees to binding 
books', as the blurb tells us. 

The title of the book really sums up its whole message. We 
are being told what keeping our eyes on Christ really means in 
the nitty gritty of everyday life, and how just by persevering in 
this 'contemplative' stance we do indeed gradually become 
transformed into Christ. The book is about the meaning of love 
and the consequences of loving. It takes us through the desert 
experience, providing encouragement for the journey, and giving 
a glimpse of what awaits us at the end. In a sense, the whole 
book is like the tapestry the author describes in the very first 
chapter, woven from his own experience and his contact with 
the scriptures, the Fathers of the Church, the saints, the poets, 
and many aspects of this twentieth-century world. 

Read it just for sheer delight, and for encouragement. You 
will be able to identify with all that the author has to say, and 
there will very few people who will not discover fresh ways of 
looking at life and understanding their own problems. 

If you want a short summary of the kind of book this is, then 
know that it is a wise book, with the pithiness and anecdotal 
character of the scriptures themselves. It is the kind of book that 
just seems to spring from life itself, and it will speak to those 
who are themselves alive. 

FR JOHN MOAKLER OCSO 

FORGIVENESS IS HEALING by Russ Parker. Darton, Longman 
and Todd, 1993. £7.95. 

Russ Parker understands redemption as being essentially about 
'reconnectedness', a state which embraces an ever-increasing 
web of relationships with God, with self, with personal history, 
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with family past and present, with neighbours and with the 
environment. So it is not surprising to learn that as well as 
being Deputy Director of the Acorn Christian Healing Trust he 
is co-founder of the Order of St Aidan which aims to explore, 
understand and apply the principles and power of Celtic 
Christianity to our land and people today. 

His style could be read either as irritatingly simplistic or the 
writing of a truly simple man, this being my preferred reading. 
The wideranging bibliography indicated by the footnotes in itself 
suggests a truly catholic approach. As the examples and 
anecdotes on which he draws show, he is always ready to 'have 
the eyes of his mind and heart enlarged'. Here personal 
testimony is united to the eirenic work of the Spirit in an 
individual life which responds constantly to the Word of God, 
and to the extensive pastoral ministry which is the fruit of 
ongoing conversion. 

In chapter eight, 'Healing the Land Through Forgiveness' 
Parker describes this as 'an opportunity to explore and reflect 
upon our Christian ministry to the very earth and land upon 
which we live.' This insight, like others in the book, is the fruit 
of reflective praying with the Old Testament as well as the 
New. It is also derived from a truly ecumenical unity in the 
author's heart and is not merely a political solution. He 
acknowledges that healing comes from God's present activity 
and not from our own efforts to repair the past. Throughout the 
book the author recognizes that it is all God's work, expecting 
to be surprised by the Spirit. 

JEANNETTE SEAGAR 

STREAMS IN DRY LAND: Praying when God is distant by 
Heather Ward. Eagle, 1993. £3.99. 

Being unable or unwilling to pray is a common enough 
experience, and can be very depressing and even frightening for 
anyone who has had a gift of spontaneous overflowing prayer. 
In this small book Heather Ward explains how such a condition 
may arise and what it points to: God calling us to 'deeper faith, 

50 

Dorothy into a short book. She has captured the essence of 
Sister Jane's thought and teaching and we have every reason to 
be grateful to her for this labour of love. There are so many 
treasures in it I would like to share with you all, but the 
Prologue from which I quoted at the beginning of these Notes, 
stands f�r the whole, and I cannot do better than to quote a bit 
more of it to wish you a blessed and peaceful feast: 

The Incarnation is what it is, no matter what we say about 
it. Truth has nothing to fear, and we cannot hide behind 
what we should like it to be, from the impact of what it is. 
Often what we are really anxious about is the threatened 
loss of our own reliable supports and structures. If we can 
submit to exposure, insecurity, and living at risk, we shall 
at least begin to understand what St Paul speaks of as 'the 
mind of Christ' in writing to the Philippians of Jesus' self­
emptying. 

Here, surely, is a way of poverty demanded of all 
Christians, whatever our material circumstances, our way of 
life and theories of spirituality. 

If we have courage to admit the reality of our situation, 
that we can rely only on God, we are open to receive the 
glory which will shine into every corner of our liv_es and 
ourselves, showing up the shadows most starkly, but 1nfl3:Il­
ing us with a delight in God that keeps our perspective 
right and helps us to accept and transcend our own and 
other people's shortcomings because the love of God is so 
much more important. 

ANNE, MOTHER SLG 
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As I write these notes I am looking forward to a ten-day visit 
at the beginning of December to Germany to visit the Sisters of 
Ordo Pacis at Fleestedt and at Schloben. You will recall Sister 
Isabel Mary's account of her first months with the community at 
Schloben, published in the summer issue of the Chronicle. To 
share even briefly in her experiences of the last nine months 
will be a privilege. 

In January Sr Susan and Sr Sarah will travel to New Zealand 
for five weeks at the invitation of the Trustees of St Isaac's 
Retreat, a small hermitage and retreat house in the Hokianga, in 
the northern part of the North Island. SLG has been asked to 
consider with them the future of this property. This is an 
adventure for both Sisters, as you can imagine. 

As the Chronicle goes to Press we have received news of the 
death of our Oblate Sister Anna Grace on December 2nd in 
Jerusalem. One of the family which founded the Spafford 
Children's Home in the Old City, and engaged in many other 
charitable works, her commitment to 'pray for the peace of 
Jerusalem' was lifelong and entire. Through her association with 
us we have been able to deepen our own call to pray for 
reconciliation and unity especially amongst the people of the 
Middle East. 

Other Oblates have reached landmarks in their vocation in the 
past months. Carolyn Dunlop was received as a Postulant Oblate 
on August 1st, Oblate Sister Julie was received in Annual 
Promises on October 15th, and Oblate Sister Kathleen Madeleine 
made Life Promises on the Feast of All Saints. 

In the past month two Sisters have had books published. 
Sister Eileen Mary's study of the works of St John of the 
Cross, Door Through Darkness, a project which has been dear 
to her heart for several years, has been published by New City. 
It is an exploration into the application of St John's teaching in 
everyday life, and will, I'm sure, help many people who would 
otherwise think him too difficult to understand or irrelevant to 
their own spirituality. You can find out more details about the 
book from the insert included in this Chronicle. 

The other book is The Hidden Joy by Sister Jane. The 
'Community Notes' which she wrote during her years as 
Reverend Mother have been expertly edited by Oblate Sister 
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deeper truthfulness, deeper humility'-and, one might add, 
deeper prayer. She offers what she calls strategies for survival, 
which include learning by heart passages from the Psalms 
expressing desolation as well as the assurance of God's 
goodness. Even the beautiful photographs are mainly of desolate 
scenes: rusting cars on a scrap heap, a dead tree, a snow­
covered mountain side. One in particular seems to capture the 
paradox at the heart of the book: it shows sunflowers, not in 
cheerful bloom but bowed and blackened heads heavy with ripe 
seed. 

Reading about prayer is not the same as doing it, but can be a 
very tempting evasion of the pain and sheer boredom of prayer­
lessness. Heather Ward's book might offer a brief escape; but in 
every section, and almost on every page, we are exhorted to be 
patient, to wait 'refusing to collude with anything offering us 
false light, false hope, false refreshment'. Bleak as this sounds, 
it is the best encouragement to persevere. 

SISTER CATHERINE SLG 

11IE GAZE OF LOVE by Sister Wendy Beckett. Marshall 
Pickering, 1993. £9.99. 

It is very likely that many will have had a first introduction to 
Sister Wendy through curiosity. How would a nun interpret art? 
Her two television series of short commentaries on some of the 
great paintings in British and European collections proved an 
eye-opener in more than one sense. We were presented with 
both a competent art critic and a born teacher eager to 
communicate her enthusiasm for her subject. Anyone who 
followed up the programmes by reading her books, especially 
Modern Women Painters and Art and the Sacred, will have met 
the same gifts and the same conviction which persuaded her to 
make the TV series. She believes that art, and modern art in 
particular, has hidden treasures of spiritual truths awaiting 
discovery by the perceptive viewer. However, for many of us 
modern art is well-nigh incomprehensible, so a method of entry 
into the layers of meaning which painters incorporate into their 
work is greatly appreciated, even if, as the eye and heart are 
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trained to see, one does not always agree with Sister Wendy's 
interpretations. 

The Gaze of Love is another in the same format as her 
previous books, though specifically written as a Lent book. 
There are forty paintings from various centuries to accompany 
the reader through the penitential season. Her commentaries on 
them are sometimes used as an aid to interpreting the Gospels; 
one wonders whether their creators would have agreed with 
some of the Christian statements made. But her prime concern 
is that the reader should use the paintings as an entry into 
prayer. She herself points out that 'the actual reflections 
opposite each are really only to keep one within the presence of 
the art.' 

The introduction to the book is as valuable as the pictures and 
meditations. It is an essay on what prayer is, what sets us 
praying, and how perception changes as we are changed by 
God. It is brisk and down-to-earth: 'Books on prayer are 
dangerous. They take time to read and they demand attention ... 
The real difficulty about prayer is that it has no difficulty. 
Prayer is God's taking possession of us.' The paintings, like any 
tool, 'will only work to the extent that we wish them to work. 
If we fear the truth, if we are essentially reluctant to see what 
we have innocently hidden from ourselves, then nothing can 
open our eyes.' This is true of all the means we employ to help 
us pray. If this one 'works' for you, Sister Wendy's purpose 
will be well fulfilled. 

SISTER CHRISTINE SLG 
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COMMUNITY NOTES 

What is certain about the 'message of Christmas' is that it 
is not one of soothing reassurance and cosy sentimentality. 
It tells of 'the things that cannot be and that are', something 
stupendous, too good to be true: It is something which 
shatters our safe piety and challenges us to accept total 
insecurity and to be divested of every certainty. 'Tradi­
tional' observance of Christmas, sacred as well as secular, 
can blind us to what the eternal fact of the Incarnation 
really means. 

God shows his love for us by taking a vast risk, and each 
Christmas we are jolted into looking at it afresh. He 
'empties himself' and puts himself into our hands so that 
we can reject and refuse him, misunderstand and abuse him, 
manipulate and use him. Or we can try, by his grace, to 
respond with a love that does, however feebly, take its 
character from his. 

So wrote Sister Jane in her Christmas letter of 1974. The same 
theme of challenge to our security was at the heart of the 
thought-provoking and stimulating talks Father Richard Buck 
gave us at Fairacres during our pre-Advent retreat. They were 
set in the context of the unprecedented changes in Church and 
society which have affected us all in the past forty years. Our 
lives were set out on a wide canvas indeed. He pointed us to a 
multitude of signs which indicate a recovery of confidence in 
God and in ourselves, however much we may feel that we have 
been 'divested of every certainty'. The Advent message of hope 
was very clear. 

You may think that a week of retreat at Fairacres means 
idyllic peace and quiet; often it does, but this time it was set 
against a background of electric saws, pneumatic drills and 
hammers. Our good-natured and hardworking builders continue 
their labours to return the kitchen and refectory to working 
order. We had hoped that this first phase of the works would be 
completed by the end of November, but this has not proved 
possible. However, we still expect the refurbishing of the St 
Joseph's wing to be finished before Easter. 
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SHORT NOTICES 

STARTING FROM SCRATCH, The Nature of Christian Faith by John 
Macquarrie. Available from Harold Copeman, 22 Tawney Street, 
Oxford, OX4 INJ. £4.50 (£5.00 by post, £6.00 by air). 

This book is based on a series of talks given to the parish of St 

Andrew's, Headington, in Lent 1994. The clarity and authority of the 
addresses, and their basis in traditional as well as modem thought, 
will be valued by all who think seriously about religion or who find 
religion difficult. 

DRIVE SLOW SLOW, Endesha Polepole, Carlotta Johnson. Available 
from the author at Fordwich House, Hepscott, Morpeth, NE61 6LN. 
£6.00 plus postage and packing. 

An account of six months' sabbatical in three East African countries, 

Tanzania, Kenya and Uganda, the book is written as a descriptive 
diary with attractive spontaneity and vividness, and stimulates the 
reader to think more deeply about the challenge of Africa. 

BOOKS RECEIVED 

From Canterbury Press Norwich 

Approaching Light, Readings and Prayers for Advent and Christmas, 
Paul Iles, £4.95. 

Cana Revisited, A Personal Pilgrimage, John E. Barnes, £4.95. 
Faith and Life Negotiate, A Christian Story-Study, Kenneth Cragg, 

£14.95. 
Men of Habit, The Franciscan Ideal in Action, Bernard Palmer, 

£12.95. 

From Darton, Longman and Todd 

Circles of Silence, Explorations in Prayer with Julian Meetings, 

Robert Llewelyn, £7 .95. 
Here and Now, Living in the Spirit, Henri J.M. Nouwen, £6.95. 
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