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COMMUNITY NOTES

The time of Lent is a time of gladness.

With radiant purity and pure love,

Filled with resplendent prayer and all good deeds
Let us sing with joy ...

Lent in the Eastern Church, from whose liturgy the above
words are taken, is greeted as a spiritual spring, as a time of
joy and light. It is a journey in which the supreme reference
point is always the Pasch, the Cross and Resurrection event
which leads to the banquet of humanity restored in God.

Our Lenten journey this year has been marked by a special
Passover, the death of our well-beloved Sister Jane of the
Divine Compassion who died, very early in the morning, on the
Feast of St Patrick. We feel the sharp ache and pain of her
passing from us in the flesh, but at the same time we give
thanks to God for her life. We know again the 'mow' of God's
presence (through the life of Jesus and his faithful servant Jane)
and we experience also the 'not yet' of the kingdom which will
be in the End. This experience helps us to see that, whether we
find ourselves in the bright beam of God's light or caught up in
the complexity, chaos and darkness of so much of our contem-
porary world, we do have reason to sing for joy. So, as I write
these notes in Lent and from a place of bereavement, knowing
they will be read in Eastertide, I can wish you both a blessed
Lent and joy in the Paschal Feast.

Earlier in the year a number of local friends were present at
the St Theosevia Centre at the invitation of Fr Donald, SLG
Press and New City, the publishers of Sister Eileen Mary's
book. We were celebrating the publication of both her Door
Through Darkness and Sister Jane's The Hidden Joy. The editor
of The Hidden Joy, our Oblate Sister Dorothy, was unable to
attend, nor was Sister Jane. But we were aware of the debt we
owed them both. Bishop Robert Runcie knew the two authors,
and spoke with affection about them. His words were taped by
one of the guests; it seemed not entirely by chance that we
received the tape the day before Sister Jane died, so that she
was able to listen to and comment on it.
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Since Sister Jane's death the Community has been much
sustained and supported by the love and prayer of so many of
her friends and ours. Her requiem was indeed a celebration of a
life lived for God, and the very special atmosphere of that
occasion is well caught by Fr Donald's address, which we print
below. From the announcement at the end of these Notes you
will see that we are making plans to have a memorial eucharist
for her at 11 a.m on Saturday, 27 May, at St Stephen's House.

Another landmark in the life of the Community is that we
have voted on a request from one of our Sisters to be allowed
to seek ordination to the priesthood, after many months of
prayer, reflection and sharing of our thoughts with each other.
The request having been granted by a two-thirds majority of the
Community Chapter, the Bishop of Oxford will be making
provision for a special selection procedure, available in the
Church for members of religious communities. This is part of a
long process, which some of us find exciting, while others are
unhappy. For each of us, however, there is a wrestling with
change and growth. Such wrestling, it seems to me, has always
been the task of the Church as it seeks to be open to the needs
and cries of humanity.

Sister Susan and Sister Sarah returned from New Zealand full
of summer sun and with much to share. We are now
considering how to respond to an invitation from the Trustees of
St Isaac's, a house of prayer in the Diocese of Auckland; we
ask for your continued prayer as we engage in the process of
discernment.

The building works here, although delayed, do now have the
appearance of nearing completion. We shall be 'builder-free' for
Passion week, Holy Week and Easter week, although the work
is unlikely to be completely finished before midsummer. Fellow-
ship House has been refurbished and we hope will continue to
be a place of refreshment for our many friends and guests. We
have now made provision for those staying at Fairacres to be
self-catering at both breakfast and supper, in order to give to all
a greater sense of spaciousness through the day.

Recently we heard of a friend in Germany who went from his
home on foot to attend the World Summit Conference on
Climate and Atmosphere held in Berlin. He walked about 200
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miles in a spirit of pilgrimage, fasting and prayer, and hoped
many others would join him in the same spirit on the journey.
It was a visible paradigm of the Lenten journey we each make
yearly.

I hope this Passiontide and Eastertide will afford you all some
sense of the spaciousness of God, for 'neither death, nor life ...
nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be
able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our
Lord' (Rom. 8:39).

ANNE, MOTHER SLG

There will be

A MEMORIAL EUCHARIST
for
SISTER JANE SLG
in the Church of St John the Evangelist,
St Stephen’s House,
Iffley Road, Oxford,
at 11.00 a.m. on Saturday 27 May.

This will be followed by a buffet lunch.

RSVP by 1 May to
Mother Anne SLG



SISTER JANE OF THE DIVINE COMPASSION SLG

Homily Preached at the Requiem
24 March 1995

A. M. ALLCHIN

We come together in this Eucharist, as in every Eucharist, to
thank God for what he is and for what he does. But here and
today we quite specifically thank God for what he was and what
he did in this dearly-loved person, our Sister, our Mother, our
friend, whose mortal remains lie here in our midst. For all that
God was and all that God did in her life, in what she was and
did and suffered in him and for him we give thanks.

Sister Jane, Mother Jane, Jane, was a person who in a very
special way let God's glory through, a person who lived on the
frontier between the visible and the invisible, between the
temporal and the eternal, and in whom something of that invis-
ible and eternal world shone out into our world of flesh and
blood, of time and change.

Not that she was what people would have called in any way
ethereal, or visionary. She was a person of this time and place,
of Britain in this late twentieth century, resolutely realistic,
honest, unillusioned about the character and the circumstances of
our painful times in which we live, of our personal parts in it,
and of her own personal part in that time. Indeed in many ways
she was an extremely agnostic Christian. One of the most
characteristic sentences in her little book The Hidden Joy is,
"There is a very great deal we do not know, and cannot know.’
She sat very lightly to elements of Christian doctrine which to
many Christian people seem of the utmost importance. She
dwelt in the great central mysteries of our faith. In particular
she pondered on the mysteries of God's love and the world's
suffering, God's love and the world's evil. 'What does it mean,’
she asked, 'that God suffers in and with his world?' It was not
by chance that she chose to be Sister Jane of the Divine
Compassion. She pondered over these things, and ome of the
remarkable gifts which God gave her was that, to the very end
of her life, till the very last days of her life when her body was
so weak and so hampered, her mind and her heart and her spirit
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remained altogether lucid and strong in a quite extraordinary
way. She was receiving new light, very quietly and gently, on
those very mysteries right up till the end.

She dwelt in those things, and they dwelt in her. People who
came into her presence were aware of that. It is one of the
things which some of the many letters which have come to the
Community in this last week are saying to us. People are
saying, 'Coming into her presence I felt as if I were coming
into God's presence'; people came to see her burdened with
anxieties and fears, with guilts and illusions, burdened
sometimes with ideals and quite unreal expectations. In her
presence those things quietly blew away. Through her gift of
listening, through her gift of insight, illusions were dissipated,
truth shone through, words of truth were spoken with great
gentleness and love, words which could liberate and clarify, and
in the end change a whole situation; words which could give a
new direction to a whole passage of life. She said very simple
things and then we suddenly discovered that we were free.

And then, of course, there was laughter, the laughter of
being freed from falsehood and pretentiousness, of suddenly
seeing things in their true perspective and proportion, in the
light of the divine compassion. She had the gift of insight and
counsel in a rare degree. It was what characterized her 'listening
leadership' of this Community. It was something which she had
in common with her predecessor, Mother Mary Clare. They
were two very different people, but they both had this great and
God-given capacity, to hear, to understand, and then to speak
out. And both used that gift selflessly within the life of this
Community and far beyond it.

Jane had (and she was well aware of it) something of an
Eeyore side to her nature. She was puzzled, frankly puzzled, by
what seemed to her the easy optimism about this world which
many people imagine is a particularly Christian virtue. No, her
calling was other than that. The Crucified was no stranger, to
echo the title of the book by Sebastian Moore which meant a
great deal to her. Precisely because she had looked into the
darkness of our time with such honesty and such courage, the
light which she then saw shining in and through the darkness
was real and true and healing. As Anne Ridler says in one of
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her poems, 'Love unillusioned is not love disenchanted'.
Humour is near to holiness and love to laughter. The true
enchantment was there, the laughter which comes from love,
shining through, compassionate, redeeming, transfiguring,
liberating.

We thank God for all that God is in his eternal splendour,
and for all that he does in his compassion in every Eucharist.
And we thank him today for all that he was and did in our
Sister Jane. Yes, but still more we thank him for all that he is
and does in her mow, and that she now, mysteriously, does in
him. There are many things that we do not know, and that we
cannot know; she is gone from us but certainly not gone from
God. In the mystery of the divine compassion and through her
prayer she is with us now more strongly than ever. I believe
that her presence, her lucidity, her courage and her wisdom will
be at work in this place, and in this Community, which she so
much loved, to which she gave so much, and from which she
received so much. I believe that that lucidity and wisdom will
be with the Community perhaps especially in the months and the
years which lie ahead. When a person of her quality dies,
something is released, some unexpected and inexplicable gift,
some grace of God, if only we are ready to receive it.

One of the special gifts of these last months has been her
little book. How good that it could be out in time for Christ-
mas; how good that we have it in our hands now. In these last
days since she was taken from us, I have found it speaking to
me as never before:

The heart and essence of Christianity is this: the con-
viction that human experience is contained within a
spiritual context.

Death belongs with time: it ends our portion of it. But
death does not, cannot, erase the love that lived within
the time of our lives, for love is greater than death and
ascends with our souls into Life Eternal.

The Hidden Joy

Thanks be to God.
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THE PRAYER OF THE HEART
An approach to silent prayer

SANDY RYRIE

Where do you begin if you want to start engaging in silent
prayer? What are the first steps? There are, of course, different
approaches, and no one of them will suit everybody. Here I will
try very simply to outline one way which has been of help to a
number of people. To do this I want to use a sentence from one
of the greatest Russian spiritual writers, St Theophan the
Recluse. He said:

The principal thing is to stand with the mind in the heart
before God, and to go on standing before him unceasingly
day and night until the end of life. (The Arr of Prayer, p.63)

Silent prayer is the 'prayer of the heart'. We engage in it by
'descending into the heart', and 'standing before God with the
mind in the heart’. What does this mean?

Heart and Mind

We will start by thinking what we mean by the 'heart' and the
'mind', most importantly the 'heart'. Our heart in this context
does not mean our feelings. It means our inner self, our inmost
self. The true, the real 'Me'; the inner Me that is tucked away
deep down within us, which we do not reveal or show to any-
one else, perhaps not even to ourselves. We may perhaps feel or
sense it as the original Me—the Me that was originally there in
our earliest childhood, when we can first remember being con-
scious of ourselves. There is an inmost self that gets hidden,
covered over by all sorts of things, but it is there in all of us,
underneath everything. This is the heart.

It is not just an idea. The heart is a real part of us, and we
locate it in our bodies. We are not, of course, talking about our
physical heart, the body's pump; but we are aware that so long
as we live in this physical life we find our true, inmost self
within our physical bodies. We don't find our heart by escaping
from our bodies into something 'spiritual’. We find it by putting
ourselves within ourselves, within our bodies.
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The reason we go down into our heart is that it is the place
where we meet God, or rather, where God meets us. That is not
to say that God is the same as our heart; or that by finding our
heart or going down into it we automatically find God. Nor is it
to say that this is the only place where God is to be found.
God, the infinite creator of all that is, cannot be confined within
the universe, let alone in one small heart. Nevertheless, he
meets us in our hearts. And we go down into the heart not be-
cause it feels nice, or even because it does us good, but because
that is where we encounter God, where we 'stand before God'.

So the heart is the place of prayer. Prayer is essentially not
something which we do with our minds nor with our words, no
matter how much we may use both our minds and our words in
prayer. Prayer is something which we do in our hearts.

But of course it is not quite as simple as that. For most of us,
our hearts are not all that easily accessible. There are two
reasons for this. The first is that our hearts have got overlaid by
all sorts of things. Over the years we have unconsciously de-
veloped patterns of self-protecting and self-boosting thoughts and
attitudes. We are not sure that our true self will be acceptable to
other people. And we are not sure that our inmost self is
acceptable to us. Being 'Me' is a pretty uncertain, risky,
perhaps even frightening, thing. I am the only Me there is. I am
not certain that I like being that original, inmost Me. And I am
not at all certain that other people will like that Me. So uninten-
tionally and unconsciously we develop ways of covering up that
Me. Without realizing it we put on a kind of act much of the
time. We pretend we are like other people. We try to make our-
selves into what we would like to be, or what we think other
people expect us to be, or what we feel we ought to be. And
the real Me—the heart—gets covered up by layers of this kind
of thing which develop over the years. To reach the heart we
need to get down below these layers.

In passing I must say that this is not the same thing as either
facing or dealing with what is in these layers. There may be
painful, difficult things within ourselves, and sometimes it is
important to face and deal with them. However, to go down
into the heart we do not need to deal with all the troublesome
things within us: we need to go down below them.
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The second thing that makes our heart inaccessible is simply
the ordinary thoughts and feelings which keep crowding in upon
us. Our minds are full of all sorts of things, and they probably
jump from one thing to another, even when, perhaps especially
when, we are trying to pray. All of that goes on in our heads,
and we need to get away from it if we are really going to pray.
As Bishop Theophan also says: 'The head is a crowded rag-
market: it is not possible to pray to God there' (p.184). We
have got to focus our attention not on all the things that are
crowding into our heads, but on our hearts. When we talk of
'the mind in the heart', that is what we mean. The 'mind’
means the attention. We have to focus our attention on our
hearts, because the heart is a still place. When we go down into

. it we are still; we get away from the crowded rag-market of our
hero: hearts. It is in that stillness that we stand before God, and are
open to God.

Putting the Mind Into the Heart

How then do we put the mind into the heart? The first require-
ment is stillness. Stillness is not just silence in the sense of
freedom from noise or speech. Of course this kind of silence is
necessary. We need to stop talking and to be in a S1tuat10n
where we are not distracted by other sounds. We can ‘do this
either by putting ourselves in a very quiet place, or by learning
to shut out other sounds from our minds and attention. But still-
ness is more than that. It has three levels.

First, there is stillness of body. We need to get into a bodily
posture in which we are sufficiently relaxed, but also attentive.
No part of our body must be drawing attention to itself.
Secondly, there is stillness of mind. This is much harder to
achieve. We must allow the chatter of our thoughts and feelings
to die down. We will consider shortly some ways in which this
can be done. Thirdly, there is stillness of spirit. We only reach
this when our bodies and minds are still. Our spirit is that
aspect of us that relates to God. To engage in silent prayer we
have to reach the point where we are not clambering after God,
not asking for anything from God, but just being still before
God.



To make ourselves still we need to become aware of what is
going on within us, and to be honest about ourselves and our
feelings. The first requirement of prayer is honesty. It is
amazing how often we fail to recognize what we are really
feeling, or what lies behind our feelings. So it is useful to take
a few minutes to ask ourselves: What am I really feeling? What
is going on in me? Are there things niggling away, or going
round and round within me, or giving me a sad feeling or a
good feeling? Recognizing these things and opening them up to
ourselves is important, because they can lie between ourselves
and our heart.

Then it is useful to focus, and by that I mean focus with our
eyes. If we close our eyes and direct them to one spot within
ourselves, preferably to our hearts, and try to keep them
focused, that helps us to be still.

Rhythm Prayer

The most helpful and useful way to become still and descend
into the heart is through a 'rhythm prayer'. This is a very short
form of words which make up a prayer, which is repeated
quietly over and over again within oneself. It can be any little
prayer: 'O God help!’; 'Come Lord'; 'Lord, here I am'; 'O
God make speed to save me'; or perhaps a slightly longer
phrase or sentence. One can adopt any form of rhythm prayer
one chooses. In the Orthodox Church there is a long tradition of
using the Jesus Prayer: 'Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have
mercy upon me'—or some variant of that. In fact, there is a
whole spiritual approach, almost a way of life, based on the use
of the Jesus Prayer. But whatever form of words we use, the
rhythm prayer is repeated quietly over and over again along
with our breathing—saying it as we breathe in and again as we
breathe out; or the first part as we breathe in and the second as
we breathe out.

There are two things to be noted about using a rhythm
prayer. The first is that a rhythm prayer is not a 'mantra'—a
special formula used in Asiatic religions to help people to enter
into themselves. It is a prayer. Its purpose is partly to remind
us that we are engaged in approaching God and standing before
him, and partly to invite God to come and help us.
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for how long he had talked to God. He replied: 'T talked to God
for one minute. But it took me twenty-nine minutes to get
there.’

The Presence of God

This kind of prayer is not praying for anything. It is not even
talking to God, at any rate not all the time. It is not a matter of
asking for things for ourselves, or even for other people. All
that has a place in prayer, but not in this kind of prayer. Silent
prayer, the prayer of the heart, is simply a matter of being still
before God for his sake, and nothing else. Because God is
God—God of greatness, glory, majesty, graciousness and
love—we want simply to be with him, to stand before him.

We can take steps to descend into the heart and make our-
selves still before God; but what happens next is up to God and
not to us. Standing before God means waiting. We wait for the
Lord. The heart is the place where God is present; but we don't
command or control God's presence, or the sense of his
presence. We cannot expect that whenever and as soon as we
choose to descend into the heart, God will automatically and
immediately be there, making his presence felt. God is God; he
is a free agent. He is not to be conjured up or manipulated, so
that we can make him present or ignore him when we want. If
we want to be in the presence of God and to know his presence,
we have to wait: to wait upon the Lord, to tarry for his good
pleasure, to be ready to meet him when he comes to us, to
acknowledge his presence when he reveals it to us; and for the
rest of the time simply to wait. To use the language of the Old
Testament, God shows his face and he hides his face.

And what happens when God makes himself present? It is dif-
ferent for different people. Some people have a very vivid sense
of God which comes to them easily and frequently. They are
given a rich experience of his presence. Some experience only a
vague something, something they are aware of perhaps after
their time of silence rather than during it. Some people really
experience nothing at all; but they come to know that as they
continue in silence day by day somehow God is present.

Often we may go through times when the whole thing seems
pointless; but we discover that it is still worth doing, because
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we are putting ourselves into the hand of God, focusing on him
and waiting for him, and that is enough. It is not about our
feelings; we do not do it to have feelings or experiences. We do
it for God, and for God alone. We put ourselves before him and
leave it at that, whether we have feelings or not.

In fact, the whole business of feelings and experiences can be
very misleading. The old spiritual fathers used to warn people
against experiences. If we have experiences or special feelings as
we stand before God, these may be illusions or delusions, things
which arise from our own psyche, our own mind and feelings,
because we want them to happen. They may have nothing to do
with God, so we have to distrust them. If they are from God
they will lead us more towards God: they will help us to focus
on him, draw us towards him and make us love him. If they are
from ourselves they will make us think of ourselves and of the
feelings and experiences we are having; and then they need to
be gently set aside.

So as we stand before God with the mind in the heart there
may be nothing happening that we are conscious of. But in fact
something does happen. There is a deep converse with God: a
meeting with God at depth that we may not even be aware of;
an engagement between ourselves and God in the deep, hidden
and largely unconscious recesses of ourselves, which is initiated
by God himself, and not by us. It is that deep converse of God
with our hearts that constitutes the prayer of the heart. It is not
something that we can do. It is something that God does within
us. We can prepare for it; we can descend into the heart and
wait for it; but we cannot bring it about, and we may not even
know that it is happening. It is what is sometimes called ‘pure
prayer'—prayer which comes from God to us, rather than from
us to God.

There are people who become drawn deeply into this kind of
prayer—people who give much of their lives to waiting upon
God in this way, and for whom this kind of pure prayer is a
constant reality. But most of us are not in that category.
However, most of us can take the first simple steps of learning
to put the mind into the heart and stand before God; the rest is
up to God.

13



Confession and Intercession

From what has been said so far it may seem as if this kind of
praying is an isolated thing, a thing which we do all by itself.
But how is the prayer of the heart related to the rest of our life
and the rest of our praying?

We saw earlier that when we descend into the heart we go
down through what I have called the layers of our inner life. In
the first layer are all the relatively superficial things, the
thoughts and feelings which are going on in us, the things we
are worrying about, the things our minds are concermed with.
Below these are the layers of deeper, more hidden things: our
secret fears and guilty feelings; our deep anxieties about
ourselves, the ways we have developed of protecting ourselves,
of boosting ourselves, of pretending to be something; layers
which we are aware of, and layers which we are not aware of
or feel unable to face or enter.

As we make a habit of descending into the heart we become
conscious that we are going down through all these layers,
which make up an inner world, some of which is unknown even
to ourselves. As we enter our heart, we bring this inner world
down into the heart, not in the sense that we continue to be
preoccupied with it, but so that we can place it before God. We
lay it down before God and let it go. We dump down before
God all the thoughts and feelings and all the deeper things that
are within us, and leave them there.

This then becomes one form, the deepest form, of the prayer
of confession. I said earlier that the first step towards des-
cending into the heart is honesty, trying to be aware of what is
going on in us. We become more aware of what we are really
like: how mixed up we are inside, how mixed our motives are,
how much pretending goes on. We may also realize that there
are things we feel guilty about. Going down into the heart does
not mean avoiding these things, but rather taking them down
with us and laying them before God as we stand before him in
silence. This is our prayer of confession.

It is similar with our intercessions. There will be within us
concerns and worries and thoughts about other people and situa-
tions: people who are on our minds because we love them, or
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are worried about them, or because they have hurt us and we
hate them and cannot get on with them, or simply because we
have been meeting them. There may be situations and circum-
stances that are bothering us. When we descend into the heart
we do not just give up or ignore these people and things as
irrelevant. We take them down into the heart and lay them
before God, leaving them before God and entrusting them to
him. We do not going on thinking and worrying about them,
nor try to persuade God to do something about them, but just
leave them before God, waiting on him, allowing him to act.

Standing before God with the mind in the heart thus becomes
the deepest form of both our confession and our intercession.
There are, of course, other forms of intercession and prayer.
There are the more conscious forms, the spoken prayers, the
talking with God, the petitions and requests. These go on as
well. But if our standing before God in the silence of our heart
has any reality, then it underlies all our other praying. Our
other prayers, our articulated intercessions, are prayers to the
God before whom we have stood with the mind in the heart. If
we continue to use a rhythm prayer as often as possible, we
begin to discover that we stand before God all the time. So our
habit of standing before God becomes the basis of all our other
praying, and lends depth and reality to it.

But the prayer of the heart is intercession in yet another
sense. When we stand before God, we lay ourselves before him,
and so make a way for him to come and work within us. But
we who do this are not isolated individuals; we are part of a
larger world. In putting ourselves at God's disposal we are
making a way for God to come to one little bit of his world. If
we want him to come to his world, which is what our inter-
cessions are about, if we want his kingdom to come as we pray,
the first thing to do, and perhaps the most important thing to
do, is to lay ourselves before God, and wait for him to start
with us, deep within our own hearts. In other words, there is a
sense in which, by standing before God, we do not say prayers
of intercession, but we, in some measure at least, become inter-
cession. We become a prayer, a small means by which God
comes into his world.
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Sr Benedicta has said of the Desert Fathers, who gave their
whole lives to silence and prayer and standing before God, that
in their doing this, 'one part of torn and broken humanity [was]
placed before its Saviour' (Lives of the Desert Fathers, p.13).
When any of us engages in the prayer of the heart, one part of
the torn and broken humanity of which we are all part is laid
before God. And there is nothing more profound or important
that we can do for the needs of the world than that.

Sandy Ryrie is a Priest Associate of SLG and the Rector of St

John's Church, Jedburgh. This article is based on talks given to
people beginning to explore silent prayer.
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JULIAN OF NORWICH: RADICAL PSYCHOTHERAPIST
BRIAN THORNE

I

When Dame Margery Kempe visited Mother Julian of Norwich
about 1415, the latter was seventy-two years old. Her reputation
as a counsellor seems to have spread widely by this time, for it
is clear that Margery was not the only one to visit her on
pilgrimage. In many ways it is remarkable that Julian had
survived for so long. She had lived through three outbreaks of
the Black Death, she had seen England ravaged by disease, food
shortage and bankruptcy brought about by the relentless
Hundred Years War with France. She had witnessed the collapse
of law and order on many occasions, and the cruel suppression
by her own Bishop of the peasants' uprising in 1380. She had
also seen the rise of the lay reform movement in the Church led
by John Wyclif, and the subsequent persecution of the Lollards
after the horrendous statute, De Heretico Comburendo, in 1401.
In short, she had lived through a period of tumultuous change
and suffering and one which must have thrown most of her
contemporaries into a state of utter cynicism and despair. It was
a period characterized by the incessant battle for power, whether
for property and rights or for men's minds. The old order was
collapsing and there was chaos and fear as a new order
struggled to be born.

Margery Kempe went to Julian because she, too, at this time
was the subject of adverse and punitive judgement and was
ravaged by guilt. She was a passionate woman whose very
intensity had led her into trouble. She was so overwhelmed with
feeling at times of public worship that she continually burst into
tears, causing much disquiet to others. She was mortified by her
behaviour but seemed powerless to stop it: even in the street she
was liable to burst into tears when thinking of Christ's Passion.
Understandably, many people became exasperated with Margery
and told her in no uncertain terms to restrain her weeping.
Ecclesiastical and social sanctions were used against her; she
was even thrown out of church in her own home town of Lynn
and forbidden to speak. There were others who suggested she
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should wear a different style of clothing! When Margery arrived
in Norwich to consult Julian we may imagine that she had lost
confidence in the meaning of her experience and was feeling
condemned and rejected both by her contemporaries and by the
Church authorities.

Julian's reception of Margery provides us with a precious and
unigue insight into her work as a counsellor. What is more, it is
the client's record which we possess, for Julian never herself
wrote of her encounters with those in trouble: she knew, it
would seem, all about the code of confidentiality! It is clear that
Julian did not rush in to give advice. Margery tells us that they
held 'holy conversation' for an extended time in which she was
able to tell Julian in detail about her revelations and experiences
and ‘of the very many holy speeches and conversations’ which
she had had with Jesus. Julian, it seems, received Margery with
friendship and trust. She listened and entered into Margery's
experience with respect and increasing thankfulness. She was
concerned not to judge but to make it safe for Margery to
express herself fully in all her confusion and ecstasy. When she
finally spoke it was to validate Margery's experience and to
counsel obedience to the will of God as revealed in the depth of
her own soul. Margery quotes Julian's words: 'The Holy Spirit
never moves anything against love, for if he did, he would be
contrary to his own self—for he is all Love'. Of the tiresome
tears, Julian spoke with tenderness and with the utmost
conviction. The tears, she said, were the greatest proof Margery
could wish for that the Holy Spirit indeed dwelt in her soul. No
evil spirit could give such signs, and she quoted both St Paul
and St Jerome in support of her understanding. St Jerome,
according to Julian, said that 'tears torment the devil more than
do the pains of hell'.

We can imagine the immense relief that must have flooded
through Margery as she talked with Julian. Here was someone
who was prepared to trust her, to be her soul-mate rather than
her judge or accuser. Here was someone, too, who would listen
in detail and in depth and who, having done so, could restore
her faith in the wholesomeness of her own nature and the trust-
worthiness of her experience. Margery quotes Julian again:
'Holy Writ says the soul of a righteous man is the dwelling-
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place of God; and so I trust, dear sister, that you are'. Not that
Julian in any way underrated the battle that Margery would
continue to experience in the face of her opponents and those
who derided her nature and her experiences. 'Set all your trust
in God, she said, 'and do not fear the language of the world,
for the more despising, shame and reproof that you have in the
world, the more is your merit in the sight of God. Patience is
necessary for you, for in that you shall keep your soul'.

Margery went on her way greatly cheered. Her confidence
was restored in God, in herself, in the legitimacy of her
feelings, in the rightness of speaking out. Julian's response to
her was of friend to friend, and she showed infinite tenderness
and compassion as befitted the exchange between two lovers of
Christ. At the same time, Julian in no way evaded the truth that
for the passionate and impulsive Margery life would continue to
be tough. 'Patience is necessary for you,' she said, and at these
words we may be sure that Margery nodded in instant agree-
ment. She knew that she was known.

II

In the encounter with Margery Kempe we discover a Julian who
displays the kind of capacity to respond to a human-being in
distress which is the fruit of a life spent in communion with the
God who dwells in the depths of her own soul. Julian, the
counsellor, embodies the authority of one who has dared to be
intimate with God and who can no longer keep to herself the
knowledge which flows from that intimacy. It is striking that
Margery does not refer to the Showings which are, of course,
the consummate outpouring of Julian's own love affair with
God. It is clear that Julian herself does not mention her book to
Margery although the conclusion of the Long Text had been
written as long ago as 1393. Margery's apparent ignorance of
the existence of Julian's writings is the more surprising because
she rather prided herself on being up with all the latest
theological and devotional treatises. I am inclined to believe that
the most likely reason for Margery's unawareness is the com-
parative hiddenness of Julian's book. Indeed, scholars have been
baffled as to why there are singularly few surviving copies of
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Julian's work in contrast to the veritable plethora of extant
copies of the writings of such people as Richard Rolle, Walter
Hilton and the author of The Cloud of Unknowing. Could it be
that the reason lies in the book's revolutionary and radical
insights? Julian was clearly a person of high intelligence and no
little sophistication, despite her claims to be 'unlettered'. What
is more, she must have known that her book in the wrong hands
could lead to all kinds of trouble. She was, I suspect, far too
wise to make herself a sitting target for the secular or the
ecclesiastical authorities. At the age of thirty she had already
risked death, and accepted it in order to be taken up into the
love of her Lord; her task was to comumunicate what she had
learned. It is not fanciful to suggest that while it was imperative
for her to write her book, it was equally important for the book
to be kept under wraps and restricted to a limited circulation
until the time came when it was safe to assume that it would
not be destroyed by those who had every reason to fear its
message. It seems that it was to be two-and-a-half centuries
before that time came so that it is only in our own era that the
full significance of her experiences is gradually emerging. Even
now Julian's Showings are so utterly amazing in their implica-
tions that there are few who, in Blake's words, can ‘bear such
beams of love'.

Yet, as a therapist I come with awe and trembling to the
belief that the radical psychotherapy for which so many in our
generation cry out demands a preparedness on the part of those
in my profession to risk being blinded by the dazzling light
shining from every page of a book which a devout seventeenth-
century scribe-editor, fearful that it should fall into the wrong
hands, described as 'the sublime and wonderful revelations of
the unutterable love of God, in Jesus Christ vouchsafed to a
dear lover of his, and in her to all his dear friends and lovers
whose hearts like hers do flame in the love of our dearest
Jesus'.

Julian's writing is often so measured and carefully worked
over that the unsuspecting reader may fail to see at first that her
book is a passionate love story. What is more, beginning as it
does with a focus on the suffering of Jesus during his Passion,
the modern reader may initially be repelled by the apparent
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dwelling on the physical gruesomeness of torture and cruci-
fixion. Nor does Julian spare her reader the details of her own
near-death experience during which she received her revelations.
It is only gradually that we begin to understand that the body is
central to Julian's understanding of God and of herself. Her
book is addressed to embodied souls, not to disembodied spirits.
The Jesus whom she beholds and loves is a man of flesh who
bleeds and thirsts and embraces. The human body for her is
something of supreme beauty so that she can speak even of the
act of excretion with awe and wonder. The tactile quality of
Julian's imagery is sometimes breath-taking. She speaks of
God's relationship to us, for example, in words which belong to
the bridal chamber:

And in the joining and the union he is our very true spouse
and we his beloved wife and his fair maiden, with which
wife he was never displeased, for he says: I love you and
you love me, and our love will never divide in two.

(Ch. 58)

The body, however, is only the beginning of Julian's hymn of
praise and delight as she celebrates the discoveries she had made
about human nature. Gradually the reader begins to experience
the passion that flows through Julian's pen. How Julian loves
what she calls her 'even-Christians'! It is for love that she must
communicate what she has learned for she sees how miserable
and desperate so many of her fellow human-beings are. Time
and again she assures us that it is only natural and inevitable
that we should sometimes feel depressed and empty, that life is
by definition a series of ups and downs. The truth, however, is
that God regards us as the noblest thing he has ever made, that
we are his 'darlings’ and that he never ceases to love us no
matter what we feel and no matter what we do. If we could but
see ourselves with the eyes of God, Julian suggests, we should
know assuredly that we are wondrous creatures and that we
have within us all the properties of the God who made us, all
the properties that is of the mother, the father and the lover that
God is.

This is astonishing stuff, but Julian insists on it time and time
again. This is why she wrestles so fiercely with the problem of
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sin. How can these wondrous creatures that we are perpetrate
such vile deeds? In the end Julian must accept a mystery, but
not before she has concluded that sin is, in some important way,
necessary and that our very sins can become medals of honour.
God, she sees, does not cease to love us when we sin; indeed
we do not even fall in his eyes because he knows that in the
deepest recesses of our being (what she calls our 'substance') we
have no desire to sin at all. Nothing is more painful to God,
nor more wasteful, than a person's self-recrimination. God does
not even have to forgive us because he has not accused us in the
first place. If we sin, we have through our shame and sadness, a
wonderful opportunity to be utterly vulnerable, completely child-
like, and in this state to run to our mother God to find there
immediate acceptance, a continuing confirmation of our identity
as her beloved, her darling whom she will never abandon.

Julian's repeated assurance about the nature of God and about
our own natures is simply too much for most of us. It is literal-
ly unbearable because to internalise it fully requires that our
lives be turned upside down; in essence, it leaves us with no
way out. It makes nonsense of all our notions of reward and
punishment and the contractual systems which both as
individuals and as communities we establish to regulate our
lives. It does away at a stroke with such notions as hell and
purgatory. It is interesting that Julian did not see these places.
Julian's understanding of the Passion of Christ and its operation
does away with the idea of human-beings as divided creatures.
She constantly affirms the integrity of the human personality: 'I
saw that our nature is wholly in God,' she says. What she terms
our substance and our sensuality are joined in union because of
Christ's Passion: ‘That honourable life in which our Lord Jesus
sits is our sensuality in which he is enclosed'.

The devil still has an honourable place in Julian's scheme of
things but it is striking that his chief preoccupation seems to be
in shaking Julian's trust in her own visions. His activity leads to
the appearance of the unsung hero of the Showings, namely, ‘a
man of religion’, presumably a priest or monk, to whom Julian
states that she has been raving and suffering from hallucinations
to the extent of seeing the figure on the cross before her bleed-
ing profusely. The cleric's immediate seriousness and surprise
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pulls her up short. Just in time she realizes that she is on the
point of not believing our Lord God! The devil, it is clear, is
intent on making her devalue her experience and on driving her
away from her perception of the true nature of God and of her
own being. It seems to me that the debt we owe to that
unknown priest or monk is incalculable. He was a man with a
fine sense of humour for he 'laughed aloud and heartily’', so that
his subsequent seriousness was thereby all the more powerful.
The devil, according to Julian, is often best vanquished through
humour and contempt. She succeeds in reducing him to a rather
pathetic figure who can be sent packing through ridicule. Julian
clearly loved laughter and she saw heaven as a place of much
merry-making.

The unknown cleric, Julian's parish priest who comes to her
in her grave sickness, her beloved even-Christians to whom she
refers constantly, the blessed saints especially Mary, the Lord's
Mother, those who have sinned grievously like Mary Magdalen,
Peter, and her contemporary John of Beverly, all constitute for
her the community of Holy Church of which she writes that it
'was never broken, nor ever will be without end'. But there is
no escaping the underlying tension which Julian experiences as
she attempts to relate the truth and meaning of her visions to
many of the doctrines and practices of the Church of her day.
Sometimes the tension cannot be resolved and she is content to
let paradoxes remain as mysteries which will only be illuminated
when the blessed Trinity performs a 'deed in the last day'. Her
expressed submission to the Church is therefore no abject
capitulation but rather one made on her own terms. Her vision
of the Church seems to be one where all men and women
acknowledge their common membership of the body of Christ,
knowing that they are all the darlings of God. She goes so far
as to state that the blood of our own beloved Mother will be
sprinkled on us all and that we shall all be healed gently in the
course of time. 'From this sweet and gentle operation,’ she
says, 'he will never cease or desist, until all his beloved
children are born and brought to birth." This is a breath-taking
vision of the whole of humanity throughout all time and all ages
being brought back home to the loving father and mother and
lover who cherishes them infinitely for ever.
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The counsellor who listened patiently to the garrulous
Margery Kempe had no desire to intervene with gratuitous or
pious platitudes. She knew that letting Margery talk about
herself was a sure way to bring her back to trust in herself and
in God, as long as she was not impeded by adverse judgements
or condemnatory looks. I have no doubt that Julian regarded
Margery with great compassion and tenderness, in the manner
that she believed God regards us all and that, held in this loving
regard, Margery was enabled, through self-exploration, to find
her way back to her own soul. I often think about Julian's eyes
and the message they transmitted to all who sought her help.
Those eyes must have spoken the words which for me sum up
the radical, revolutionary and utterly transforming knowledge
which resulted from Julian's intimacy with her Lord and lover.

Whether we are moved to know God or our soul, either
motion is good and true. God is closer to us than our own
soul, for he is the foundation on which our soul stands and
he is the mean which keeps the substance and the sensuality
together, so that they will never separate. For our soul sits
in God in true rest, and our soul stands in God in sure
strength, and our soul is naturally rooted in God in endless
love. And therefore if we want to have knowledge of our
soul, and communion and discourse with it, we must seek
in our Lord God in whom it is enclosed. (Ch. 56)

I

Perhaps Julian may be seen as the most radical psycho-
therapist there has ever been, and so deserves to be studied by
every aspiring therapist in our own generation. To be radical is
to be concerned with roots and Julian has no doubt where
humanity's true rootedness lies. To the person who is trapped in
the fear of judgement or who has succumbed to the poison of
self-hate she brings news of surpassing wonder. God, she says,
is endless love and there is no judgement and no anger in him.
What is more you and I are his most precious darlings and
nothing we can do will ever alter that fact. We are safe in
God's love and with him we can celebrate the wonder of our
own being, the beauty of our bodies, the glory of our souls. To
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those who have been abused by their fellow human-beings, even
perhaps by their own parents, she brings the startling news that
God is their most tender Mother and Father since the beginning
of time and will never abandon them. To those who feel
alienated and alone and for whom there is no meaning in life
she reveals the tender compassion of God who created
everything for love and preserves it by the same love. Love is
the meaning of the created universe and we are all born that we
may be both lovers and beloved and share in the eternal dance
of love which is the life of the Holy Trinity. There can be no
greater belonging than that and no meaning more sublime. We
belong to each other and to the whole created order and we find
our meaning in living out that communion.

The therapist who shares Julian's vision and knows for him-
self or herself the reality of which she speaks will look upon
those who seek help with the eyes of God. Tenderness, com-
passion, understanding, and total lack of judgement, the ability
to recognize a beloved son or daughter or friend or lover of
surpassing beauty will be the characteristics of radical psycho-
therapists who will possess them because that is how they
experience God's love in the citadel of their own souls. There
can be no simulation of such characteristics and the therapist
will be constantly aware that he or she cannot for one moment
deliberately risk losing sight of the blessed face of God: the
beams of love must be borne if the therapeutic work is to be
accomplished.

It would be tempting to end on that high note of mystical
rhetoric, but I want instead to return to the streets of Norwich
at this end of the twentieth century. This is Julian's city and it
is here that she wrote her book and fulfilled her counselling
ministry. What has this radical psychotherapist to say to her
fellow-citizens today? We may be sure that she would look upon
us with infinite compassion, but I am persuaded that she might
also be saddened that a city, which has at least thirty times as
many inhabitants as it did in her day, remains so ensnared in
the coils of a manipulative, power-hungry and destructive world.
She would see a city where people are as ignorant of their true
natures as they were in 1415 and where the devil continues to
do his best to undermine those few who catch a glimpse of the
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truth about themselves. It is that truth which the radical
psychotherapist from the fourteenth century would wish to
proclaim. To each and every citizen she would say with utter
certainty 'You are the beloved from all eternity and held safe in
an embrace which will never let you go.' To the clergy and the
counsellors of our city she would speak with the utmost
tenderness, but her question would be direct and solemn. 'Do
you truly believe that you are beloved from all eternity?' This is
the question which I ask myself daily for I know that when I
can answer confidently and trustingly that I do indeed so believe
I will have begun to understand the amazing news which Julian
brings to her even-Christians. What is more, if I can hold fast
to the truth that God is all love and that I and all humanity with
me constitute his noblest creation, then, and only then, will I
have entered the school of radical psychotherapy.
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KEEPING VIGIL
An address given at Fairacres

ALAN GRIFFITHS

After lunch it is quite impossible to keep awake. So this
afternoon that is exactly what I am going to talk about: staying
awake. If you want church-speak for that, it is, of course, vigil.
The popularity of vigil today is interesting, whether in or out of
the 'religious’ sphere. There are vigils for peace, for HIV/
AIDS, for political prisoners; vigils to celebrate all sorts of
things. A Church that speaks of 'inculturation' and fails to take
account of the importance of the vigil in contemparary culture is
being very myopic.

For the Church, the activity of keeping vigil is central. You
could even argue that it serves well as a description of being a
disciple of Jesus. Like 'liturgy’, 'vigil' is a term which covers
the divide between religion and living. That is its importance.
On a narrower horizon it is a description of the sort of praying
that we find in the Catholic tradition in the Divine Office.

During his pastorate the present Cardinal Archbishop of
Milan, Carlo Maria Martini, has begun a programme of spiritual
formation in his Diocese, based on the twin focuses of God's
Word and Teaching. One aspect of this is the Vigil Prayer that
takes place in the Duomo, regularly crowding out one of the
largest church buildings in Europe. It is very simple. Scripture
is proclaimed and people listen. It is re-read and expounded,
meditated and digested. Fifteen minutes' silence follows to allow
those present to make their own response to what they have
heard.

When [ was Chaplain to the Roman Catholics at Southampton
University I knew about two dozen Italian students, many of
whom belonged to the 'Santa Chiesa Ambrosiana’, the Holy
Church of St Ambrose, that is, the Church of Milan. It is a
remarkable Diocese, having maintained its own ancient Liturgy
for hundreds of years, and numbering among its pastors saints
of the stature of Ambrose and Charles Borromeo. It has also
given the Church two Popes of this century, Pius XI and Paul
VI. It is clear that many of the students have been deeply
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touched by their Bishop's pastoral initiative. They are men and
women of a spiritual depth unusual in today's young adult.
Every two years Cardinal Martini promulgates a major pas-
toral letter to forward spiritual formation for the people of the
Milanese Church. In fact, it is more like a small book. For
1992-1994 the title of the book was Sto Alla Porta (I stand at
the door). His letter contains these two statements about keeping
vigil:
To keep vigil is the way of being a Church that is not
turned in upon itself, nor taking thought only for its present
life, but is centred on Christ the Lord and on what
he is preparing for the future of humanity ...

Vigil is not, then, a sideline of the Christian approach. It
expresses the Christian longing for the future that is God,
joining to that longing an attentiveness to and care for the
present moment.

Martini sees vigil as a response to an age in crisis. This crisis
is, he writes, characterized above all by the protest, 'But I
haven't time!" It is is typified by material overabundance, global
loss of history and loss of hope for the future of mankind. The
crisis is felt as anxiety, that we are running out of time and out
of control. To fear this i1s to fear death. In other words, for
‘time' read 'life’. Since there is 'never enough time', time
becomes The Enemy that must at all costs be defeated. And if
we are rooted in time, we are therefore set against ourselves and
each other. The City has become the Jungle.

You do not have to be terribly sophisticated to recognize
some of the metaphors we habitually use to name time as
enemy, comununity as illusion and future as dread. Martini
shows here a degree of discernment and articulation that are of
great interest. But it is his eschatological answer to the crisis
which is so profound; to the despairing cry, 'But I've no time!’,
Martini poses three responses.

The first response is 'God has time for man!' If saying, 'I've
no time', is the sign of an age that refuses to reflect on time as
meaningful, the answer is to say that time is not the enemy but
the place of deliverance and hope. The concept of vigil is, in
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fact, a naming of time itself as sacred, and each moment as holy
ground. God has time for humankind. God takes the gracious
initiative. God keeps vigil in awaiting us. Time is sacred, for
God has entered it. The paschal Christ informs it and will
transform it at the close of the ages. And that is what we are
waiting for: Christ stands at the door.

The second response is to name the community that also
‘stands at the door’, as it were on the inside, awaiting the Lord.
God's initiative evokes longing for its fulfilment. The
community that waits is a community of longing, the builder of
what Martini calls an 'ethic of vigil'; this is a way of living in
the longing in order to perceive the presence of God's time.
Vigil, in other words, is the source both of community identity
and common ethical stance. If time is not the enemy, then it is
possible to love and hope.

The third response flows from this new possibility. It is
simply to begin the 'itinerary of vigil', as the Cardinal calls it,
to set about changing the anxiety and crisis of the present into
hope and consciousness of eternity.

Martini invokes four petitions from the Lord's Prayer as
signposts of the crisis and its Christian response: 'Deliver us
from evil' is the prayer amid the crisis of anxiety; 'Hallowed be
thy Name' holds in memory God's initiative in Christ; 'Thy
kingdom come' is the community prayer; and 'Give us this day
our daily bread' is the community ethos or 'spirit’. So vigil is
being the Church amid the contemporary world.

I have only sketched in outline what is worked out in the
course of about 120 pages. Martini's thesis is not just a
response to the world's frantic anxiety and denial of death but a
sustaining response, a prayer pattern that is not just 'saying
prayers' but a way of talking about life. There are here con-
tinual echoes of Thomas Merton's ability to discern the signs of
the time and to speak directly to them. I would like to add three
points of my own, too.

First, vigil is the way of being the Church. To speak in terms
of ritual, it is of the order of sacrament, for it enacts both
divine initiative (God keeps vigil) and human response in Christ.
Vigil is both a tradtitional common prayer and (given the
cultural resonances I mentioned) a truly contemporary way of
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waiting in hope. It expresses in concrete form the mystery of
the Church.

Secondly, it is necessary to remember that vigil means
contemplation and that out of contemplation has come the arti-
culation of faith. The Christian Scriptures are the result of such
'vigiling' contemplation on Jesus of Nazareth and his Coming
Age. This contemplation has understood Jesus as not just an
historic figure but as Historic, with a capital 'H', in the sense
that we enunciate at the Paschal Vigil: 'Christ yesterday and
today, the beginning and the end, Alpha and Omega. All time
belongs to him and all the ages. To him be glory for ever.
Amen'. To keep vigil is to be open to the revelation of the
mystery.

Thirdly it is clear to me that keeping vigil serves as a
paradigm of the specifically monastic life, since monastic prayer
is based on vigil. Historical researches from the 1960's on have
revealed just how much of the formation of daily prayer in the
Church owes to two monastic practices, meditatio and lectio. If
you prefer English, it is 'muttering' and (almost) 'tasting'. And
here Merton's paradox comes into play. Apart from the world,
and in an intensified sensitivity to the Word of God, you
become closer than ever to the world.

These researches have thrown into relief one issue, that of the
identity of 'Monastic’ in contrast to so-called 'Cathedral' or
'Popular’ prayer. Popular prayer was a function of bishops and
clergy in town-centre churches. By the fourth century the hours
of dawn and dusk were being solemnized by the singing of
selected psalms and hymns, the rituals of lighting lamps and
burning incense, and being concluded with blessings for the
various groups within the Church, litanies, and processions to
special locations in the Church building. Monastic prayer seems
to have observed similar hours but in character was quite
different. The sources typify it as listening to the psalms recited
by a single voice, interspersed with personal prayer and
prostration. This was of course what the men and women of the
desert did throughout most of their waking hours as their
askesis, occupying their hands with weaving baskets and
growing beans to live on. Some even took their baskets into
church for prayer. Both popular and monastic prayer had a vigil
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character, but the prayer of the monastics was more obviously a
vigil: perhaps it would be better to say a manifestation of
constant vigilance in prayer. The earliest sources leave no doubt
that vigilance and persistence, the desire to attain to 'prayer
without ceasing’', is essential to of monastic living.

Probably the monastic type of praying had greater general
influence in the Church as time went on. In the Roman Church
it was the monastic tradition that provided the forms of the
developing Office. The breviary, albeit a 'secular’ prayerbook,
retained a monastic form, with its daily vigil and weekly
psalter. From the breviary came the primers and the private
devotional aids used by the Church from the fourteenth century
up until the last thirty years.

Behind monastic prayer is the concept of vigil. Behind vigil
lie exactly those concepts to which Cardinal Martini is drawing
attention in his Pastoral Letter: the waiting for the return of the
risen Christ; the spirituality of the present moment; the holiness
of every moment. Some examples of these perceptions may
convey this better.

The choice of Psalm 95 as the Invitatory Psalm at monastic
Vigils or Matins is significant. As well as being an invitation to
prayer it calls attention to the holiness of the time: 'Today if ye
will hear his voice, harden not your hearts'. This is echoed in
St Paul's assertion that 'Now is the acceptable time. This is the
day of salvation'.

The relation of monastic prayer specifically to the night hours
in the early sources is noteworthy. Cassian's Institutes speak of
the Egyptian practice of a morning and evening synaxis of
psalmody and reading. How are we to understand this? Scholars
have tended to regard it as defining the daylight hours by
prayer. But it may be more likely to have been a defining of the
night-time by prayer. Cassian's tale of the Angel chanting the
twelfth psalm and then disappearing has the eschatalogical
flavour of a vigil of waiting for the Lord:

At that time, therefore, when the perfection of the primitive
Church remained unbroken, and was still preserved fresh in
the memory by their followers and successors ... the vener-
able fathers with watchful care made provision for those to
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come after them ... and when in different degrees they
strove ... to fix an enormous number of Psalms ... there
was such a holy difference of opinion ... that the time for
their Vesper office came before the sacred question was
decided; and, as they were pgoing to celebrate their daily
rites and prayers, one rose up in the midst to chant the
Psalms to the Lord. [When] he had sung eleven Psalms ...
he finished the twelfth with a response of Alleluia, and
then, by his sudden disappearance from the eyes of all, put
an end at once to their discussion and their service.
Whereupon the venerable assembly of the fathers under-
stood that by Divine Providence a general rule had been
fixed for the congregations of the brethren through the
angel's direction, and so decreed that this number should be
preserved both in their evening and in the nocturnal
services. (Institutes 11.3,4)

It was certainly perceived as having been a divine visitation by
those who were trying to decide how many psalms to say!

So this openness to God, and in particular to the Paschal
Christ 'adventing' in our midst, provides a verbal form and
image both for formal prayer acts and for the groundswell of
Christian longing. It reveals that the nature of time itself is
redeemed and therefore not horrendous to mankind, and begs us
to end our opposition to time, and in consequence to affirm life
and community.

It does something else, too. It makes us celebrate God's
vigiling in time, which gives form to time. It is possible to
discover this by asking a few simple questions such as, 'Do you
believe there is nothing new under the sun?’ 'Do you think that
poverty and deprivation always lead to social disintegration?’
'Are we the products of nature or nurture?’ Questions such as
these reveal a deep unease about time being fixed and, if not
cyclic, then not related in any way to human freedom.

Bible time is clearly not cyclic, nor determined in a fatalistic
way. It is time with an intent, time ordered to a purpose or
goal. In biblical thinking the end shapes all that goes before it.
Vigil is looking for the signs of that end within time, a process
we know as discernment, but which we could call 'affirmation’.
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To sum up, vigil is the activity that is 'typical' of God-time;
‘typical’ in the sense that it is the fullest human response to that
redeemed time. To keep vigil is to enact time, to perform time
as God's time only can be enacted, as a waiting on the One
who 1s, who was and who is to come, who loved us first and
loved us unto the end.

Reflecting on this same parable of the twelve daylight hours,
Martini makes the following connections. Think of them when
next you light the candles for vigil prayer and turn the world's
night into God's glorious daytime.

In his introduction to the narrative of the raising of
Lazarus, the Evangelist records a mysterious saying of
Jesus who is trying to encourage the disciples to face up to
the danger and conquer the fears that confront them as they
make their way to Jerusalem. He says 'Are there not twelve
hours in the day? If someone walks by day they do not
stumble because they see the light of this world. If someone
walks by night, they stumble because they have no light'.

The Lord understands the ambiguity hidden in human time,
namely that it is for us to decide whether to live in the light or
the darkness. To keep vigil is to choose to walk as in the light-
filled hours of daytime, in faith with him who said: 'I am the
light of the world. Anyone who follows me shall not walk in
darleness, but shall have the light of life' (Jn 8:12). To keep
vigil is to follow Jesus, to choose what he chose and to love
what he loved, to make his life the form of your own. To keep
vigil is to understand how at each moment of time we live
within the love with which God loved us in Jesus. To keep vigil
is to want to be able to be loved in Christ and with Christ.

Alan Griffiths is Parish Priest of the Church of the Sacred
Heart and St Thérése of Lisieux at Ringwood, Hampshire.
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BOOKS

DOOR THROUGH DARKNESS: St John of the Cross and
Mpysticism in Everyday Life by Sister Eileen Lyddon. Foreword
by Ken Leech. New City, 1994, £8.95.

Sister Eileen Lyddon is better known to readers of the Chronicle
as Sister Eileen Mary SLG. Her book is just what we wanted:
an introduction and guide to the writings of St John of the
Cross, designed for the general reader who wants to pray. It
needs to be read at least three times: first, in order to get the
general approach and an overall view of the material and of the
subject itself; secondly, to mark and collect some of the
sentences that are so full of insight; thirdly, with a copy of the
complete works of St John to hand, in order to read his text
before and after the sections of her book. What she has written
is a commentary, and it would be a mistake to think of a
commentary as a substitute for the text on which it comments.
This is a mistake made by many, from GCSE -candidates,
through undergraduates and users of theological libraries, to
reviewers in their dotage. I confess that I have so far only
performed the first two readings.

To encourage readers to pursue this book, here are a few
examples of Sister Eileen Mary's aphorisms and maxims, from a
list that could be extended to double the length:

God is greater than all rites and aids. If we misuse them
or are totally dependent on them they become idols (p.16).

We have to pass beyond our narrow insights and limita-
tions if we want to be free (p.26).

[The Dark Nights] are not meant to destroy us as persons
but to set us free to be truly human (p.26).

To cling to little bits of spiritual insight or emotional
sweetness which we have received in the past, holds up our
progress in the present (p.50).

There is the healing power of laughter which can sud-
denly break through our fraught emotions if we can stand
outside of ourselves even for a moment and contemplate our
own absurdity (p.64).
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Humility has nothing to do with competition and
everything to do with truth (p.73).

The nearer we get to God, the more our fantasies and
idealisms are challenged (p.91).

No matter how wise we may be in advising other people,

ost of us have a blind spot when it comes to ourselves (p.99).

[It] is God's contemplation of us rather than our con-
templation of him that will heal and transform us. (p.191).

Only in God can we begin to see other beings as they
really are. Only in God can we give them the reverence
which they deserve (p.198).

Suffering is not intended as a punishment but as an
education (p.204).

If I were to make two very minor criticisms of the book, they
would be that first, I suspect that Sister Eileen Mary should
have made it even clearer than she has, that she is writing an
introduction and commentary, and that we must read the text.
She puts the references to the relevant passages in St John at the
beginning of each section of her book, sometimes with ¢f. That
is not enough. We must be told to get the volumes of the saint
down from the shelf and read these passages now. If we are not
bullied we shall not do it.

Secondly, on two occasions she uses the words 'pharisaical’
and 'pharisaism' (pp.101, 147) to mean hypocritical etc. With
the greatest respect, is not this a usage which we must now
abandon, and encourage others to abandon? The Pharisees, if I
understand it aright, were the 'third order’ of Judaism in the
first century, the oblates of the priests in the temple, living by
their rules, but in secular employment; they were the best
people of their time. We should feel insulted if 'anglican’ were
used to mean nothing other than lax, easy-going, full of
compromise; and might it not, with greater justification? Should
we not aim at making the third millennium a time when we no
longer fight wars of religion over issues that do not exist?

But there is no doubt that this is the book that a great many
people have been waiting for; it meets the needs of those who
want to pray and look for substantial help in doing so.

JOHN FENTON
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J. M. NEALE AND THE QUEST FOR SOBCORNOST by Leon
Litvak. Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1994, £35.00.

On the sixth of August 1866, John Mason Neale died, aged
forty eight, at Sackville College, East Grinstead, and was buried
in the churchyard there. At first sight this may not seem to be a
great event either in terms of age or of professional success. In
comparison with contemporary figures in the Oxford Movement
fairly little has been written about Neale's contribution to
Catholic revival. Yet he had an influence upon the Church and
on the ecumenical movement that was lasting. Adam Fox,
musing on this in an essay on Keble and Neale, has written,
'"You can go to East Grinstead and see the convent; you can
easily sing one of Neale's hymns; you can lay your finger on
any ormamental object in the church furniture shop or any kind
of vesture in the church tailor's shop and very likely you can
trace it back to Neale' (quoted p.34).

Neale approached Church reform from a liturgical rather than
a doctrinal angle, and from Cambridge rather than Oxford. The
Cambridge Camden Society, of which he was a prominent
member, wanted to reconstruct visible worship in the Church of
England, wusing what came to be called the science of
‘ecclesiology’. Church architecture, music, furnishings and art
were to conform to the ideal of the fourteenth century Decorated
period. For better or worse the results can still be seen in our
churches today. As K. M. Clark remarked in The Gothic
Revival, 'For fifty years almost every new Anglican church was
built according to their instructions; that is to say, in a manner
opposed to utility, economy or good sense—a very wonderful
achievement in the mid-nineteenth century' (quoted p.14).

Practicality however was not the chief consideration. 'The
science of church-building as the ecclesiologists saw it was not
architectural science: it was the unveiling of the inner mystical
meaning of old churches and the infusion of the same meaning
into new churches' (p.9). There is a parallel here with the
Orthodox attitude towards icon-painting. Only a right-believing
Christian, that is, an Orthodox believer, is thought capable of
painting a true icon. As Litvak points out, 'The symbolism
inherent in icons provided a parallel for Neale's theory of
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architectural symbolism' (p.60). Both manifest man's spiritual
power to redeem creation through beauty and art. This may be
one reason why Neale came to move towards Orthodoxy rather
than Rome in his search for unity.

Another reason may lie in the 'branch' theory adopted by the
Tractarians. The essential unity of the Church had been
weakened but not destroyed by schism as the various branches
had gone their separate ways. Greek, Latin and Anglican agreed
in all but accidental differences and errors accumulated over the
centuries. Although Protestants were effectively unchurched by
this theory it did legitimize for High Churchmen the idea of
making contact with the Orthodox as an alternative to an in-
creasingly ultramontane Roman Church. The Eastern Church's
concept of sobornost was an encouraging one for Neale.
'‘Sobornost', Litvak explains, 'is a Slavonic word which means
conciliarity, harmony, and unanimity. For the Orthodox it repre-
sents an ideal in Christendom: unity in diversity, with individual
communions maintaining their originality and autonomy, yet
merging into the plural synthesis of the Church' (p.vii).

This was not an ideal which the Victorian Church could easily
comprehend, particularly in its attitude towards the Orient. In
common with the rest of society it was invincibly sure of its
superiority over the decadent East. Even the steadfastness of the
Orthodox Church during the centuries of Islamic rule was
equated with stagnation. This attitude prevailed in the travel
journals, novels and historical writings of the time, and it was
this that Neale wanted to correct.

He sought to discover the authentic voice of the Orient and to
let it speak for itself. 'The historian should write, not as a
member of the Roman, nor as a member of the English Church;
but, as far as may be, with Oriental views, feelings and even,
perhaps, prepossessions’' (p.63). It is hardly surprising that in
trying to fill the gap between two worlds Neale himself fell into
some of the errors that he was eager to correct. For example,
out of consideration for Protestant prejudices, he played down
the importance of devotion to the Mother of God in Orthodoxy.
And in his accounts of historical controversies with heretics, he
occasionally put words into the mouths of the Orthodox which
they ought to have said, but, unfortunately, had not! However,
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in his time he was a forerunner, and the chaplain to the Russian
embassy in London said, 'We hope and will hope that people in
general will turn their attention to the sources of spiritual wealth
towards which he directs us' (p.175).

After a general introduction to Neale and his work, the author
goes on to describe the expanding influence which Neale sought
to exercise through his historical writings for academics, his
Greek hymn translations for church-goers, and his novels for the
general public. His comprehensive History of the Eastern
Church was published in three parts, with the last appearing
after his death. It was intended for specialists; unfortunately, as
we have seen, Neale's scholarly objectivity was sometimes
sacrificed to special pleading. With his larger aim to promote
Christian unity especially between the Orthodox and Amnglican
Churches, he tended to give more weight to real or supposed
similarities between the two Churches than the evidence would
support. So the book had only moderate success, although it
was responsible for a development of opinion that led to the
formation of the Eastern Church Association.

However, it is for his hymn translations that Neale is chiefly
remembered. These are to be found in his General Introduction
to the History of the Holy Eastern Church, and later, in Hymns
of the Eastern Church. He was inspired by the conviction that
current hymnody was too individualistic and concerned with
personal salvation. Rather, its function should be to proclaim the
mighty acts of God in creation and redemption. He began by
translating Latin hymns on these themes, but then turned to
Greek sources which were virtually unknown in the West.

Litvak analyses Neale's Eastern hymns in a series of charts
which give the name of the hymn, its Eastern source (where
known) and its liturgical use in the Orthodox Church. Once
again we notice the patchiness of Neale's work. On his own
admission such hymns as, 'Art thou weary, art thou languid’,
and, 'O happy band of pilgrims’, contain so little that is from
the Greek that they ought not to have been included in a
collection entitled Hymns of the Eastern Church. However,
others, such as the great Easter hymn, 'Come ye faithful raise
the strain' were attempts at exact translation, while others were
rendered as 'Centos', which are compositions made up of
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quotations from other authors. Although keeping to the main
theme of the Greek hymn, Neale would use or add images and
types familiar and acceptable to the Victorian Church. It was a
process of infiltration.

Amongst all this material, Neale himself would have given
first place to his translations of Easter hymns in which he tried
to convey to his fellow Anglicans something of the joy of
Orthodox Easter. He translated all eight Odes of St John
Damascene's Golden Canon of Easter, and Litvak compares the
literal translations in the General Introduction with the verse
hymns that he later made of them. That special sense of
Resurrection joy is apparent in the first of these Odes, 'The Day
of Resurrection!/Earth, tell it out abroad'. This, together with
‘Come, ye faithful, raise the strain’, is still among the best-
loved of our Easter hymns.

On the whole, liturgy is timeless and can be passed on from
one generation to another. The same is not true of Neale's
religious novels, which would have little popular appeal today.
Through them he hoped to introduce the East and the Orthodox
Church to the general public, but his own knowledge was
limited and stereotyped. For example, all Muslims were depicted
as sly, sensual and cruel, although it is doubtful whether Neale
had ever met one. His religious novels were based on historical
events, but he did not consider it necessary to be strictly
accurate. His oriental tales, such as Theodora Phranza, The Lily
of Tiflis and The Lazar-House of Leros have as their background
the Orthodox Church, martyrdom, and the triumph of the
Christian over the Muslim. These tales vary in quality, but they
do represent Neale's attempt to stretch out beyond the academics
who would have read his history, and the church-goers who
would have sung his hymns, to the general public.

Litvak concludes, 'This gradual widening of his approach
points to a carefully orchestrated plan to bring this ancient
branch of Christendom closer to the experience of Western
readers’ (p.267). And he continues, 'In producing his orientalist
works, the wider aim of sobornost was constantly in Neale's
mind. His publications may be seen as an attempt to construct a
bridge between two communions and ways of life, across which
avenues of dialogue might be established' (p.267).
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All this is more than an interesting episode in nineteenth
century Church history. That meeting between East and West
that Neale hoped for was abruptly brought to an end by the
advent of communism. The two halves of Europe developed in
different ways, so that now the way is again open much of his
work needs to be redeveloped. This is true on both the religious
and cultural levels. Take for instance the perceptions of a
Romanian resident in London. He feels that for the English,
Romania is a nebulous country on the fringes of Europe, known
only for its poverty and as the home of Dracula. He finds that
English people know the names of countries which were once
part of the British Empire, such as Nigeria, the Sudan or
Tanzania, but frequently confuse one Eastern European country
with another. Take the difference in ecumenical perspectives.
While the Western Church is principally concerned with
relationships between Roman Catholics, Anglicans and
Protestants, Orthodox from the East are more aware of the
schism which rent the Church centuries before the Reformation.
They find it difficult to differentiate between Catholics and
Protestants (apart from their respective attitudes towards the
Papacy!).

In the West religious music and art may act as an intro-
duction, as Neale's hymn translations did for his generation.
The music of John Tavener, the icons of Gregory Kroug, the
Easter Liturgy broadcast throughout the night from the Russian
Orthodox Cathedral in London, are just a few of the ways
through which the ethos of Orthodoxy becomes familiar to
Western Christians. To communicate the doctrine, history and
culture of the Orthodox faith is more difficult. Leon Litvak
shows in his interesting, if slightly ponderous, book how Neale
tried to perform this service for his fellow Christians. Our
perspective and methods may differ from his but the principles
that inspired him are still valid today. This book fills a gap in
the story of the ecumenical movement and of one of its most
devoted servants, and for this reason I am glad to recommend
1t.

SISTER EILEEN MARY SLG
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VIRGINS OF GOD: the Making of Asceticism in Late Antiquity
by Susanna Elm. Clarendon Press, OUP, 1994, £45.

On 31 May 1970 the Sacred Congregation for Divine Worship
of the Roman Catholic Church promulgated the revised Rite for
the Consecration of Virgins living in the world. This event has
passed almost unnoticed in Western Christendom although it re-
introduced an étar de vie which, while not officially rescinded
until 1927, had effectively fallen into desuetude around the sixth
century. It was only when one or two bishops at the Second
Vatican Council asked for the Rite for the Consecration of
Virgins to be revised (because they felt that attending such
ceremonies in Benedictine monasteries for women took up an
inordinate amount of their time), that it was realized that in the
early days of the Church consecrated virgins were not bound to
reside in communities, as we would understand them, at all.

As a woman living in the latter part of the twentieth century
who has been consecrated to a life of virginity according to the
revised Rite, and who lives 'in the world', I was particularly
interested to hear of the publication of Susanna Elm's book.
Virgins of God is published in the Oxford Classical Monographs
series and is a very well researched and documented academic
treatise. It is, I believe, the first comprehensive study of the
place of the virgin in antiquity to be written in English. I am
sure that Professor Elm, who works in the History Department
of the University of California at Berkeley, will find some
present-day consecrated virgins amongst her readership. This
one found her book both challenging and exciting reading.

It is challenging in the first place because, with its copious
footnotes and forty-two pages of primary and secondary sources
in its select bibliography, it does not make for easy reading. To
get the most out of this book a working knowledge of Greek,
Latin, French and German is advisable and a reasonable level of
historical and theological expertise is assumed. It may also
challenge some readers to question their basic assumptions about
the history of the monastic life as it is often understood in the
West: that Western religious community life stands in a direct
line of evolution from John the Baptist via Antony and Benedict
to contemporary monastic orders, thus precluding the possibility
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of living a truly 'monastic’ life 'in the world' rather than in the
cloister.

The author is at pains to stress the objective character of her
work but all history must be written from a particular perspec-
tive. The outlook underlying this book follows the present
interest in the place of women in society and transfers this
preoccupation to the fourth century. I have reservations about
this approach. Our concerns and mentality are surely not those
of sixteen centuries ago and there is not enough emphasis on a
belief in the guidance of the Church by the Holy Spirit into all
truth. This is shown most clearly in Elm'’s attitude to what the
Church through the centuries has declared to be heresy; putting,
for example, ascetics who professed Arian or semi-Arian beliefs
on a par with the orthodox.

The book is in two sections, the first dealing with asceticism
in Asia Minor, particularly as practised by women, and the
second dealing with Egypt. We are shown that, faced with the
fundamental choice between marriage and celibacy presented by
Christianity, those who chose celibacy continued to live within
their families. Often, as a result, whole families became
ascetics. Consequently, segregation of the sexes was not seen as
a sine gqua non of such an undertaking. There were a number of
variants on the family style just described, ranging from
wealthy, independent virgins to wanderers, the predecessors of
the Eastern pilgrims and holy fools. Ascetic life began as an
urban phenomenon and only later moved to the countryside or
desert. Elm demonstrates that the dynamic réle of women
ascetics decreased as male ascetics became clerics and made
closer definitions in theology, particularly their use of the desig-
nations of
Father and Son within the Trinity.

The potential for human freedom as a road of ascent
towards the divine became narrower for all ascetics; but for
those who were not created in the image of a Father or a
Son, it became increasingly all but closed. (pp.384-385)

I found the book exciting in spite of its dry academic style
(which is occasionally punctuated by lyrical passages), because I
feel that it exposes the little known and even less understood
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roots of that alternative way of Christian life—virginity for the
sake of the Kingdom. Susanna Elm's work also provoked me to
ask radical questions about the future of this lifestyle within
Western Christendom. There has been much speculation and
experimentation in the consecrated life, especially in the wake of
the Second Vatican Council. The experiments include monastic
life at the heart of the city, exemplified by the Jerusalem
Communities in Paris and elsewhere; and by the Anglican
Community of the Servants of the Will of God at Hove, where
monks and nuns share their monastic life. It will be interesting
to observe how ascetic life in the latter part of the twentieth
century continues to evolve. Will individual virgins, for
instance, although officially recognized by Canon Law in the
Roman Catholic Church, ever again be fully accepted as an
‘order’ alongside widows and deaconesses, as they were in the
period covered by this book; or has the 'Benedictine’ model
become so much the norm that it will never be replaced? The
patterns of asceticism which Elm describes obtained in the pre-
Constantinian era when Christians belonged to an illicit religion.
Now that Christians are once again in a minority and largely
unsupported by privilege, perhaps a return to the roots as
described by Elm, with a greater diversity of options available
in the living out of the ascetic life, may provide a greater
witness to the Kingdom. After all, were not the early ascetics
the successors of the martyrs?

I welcome the publication of this book and recommend it to
all students of the history of ascetic and community life, as well
as to those exercised about the future of the consecrated state.

M. RUTH BLEAKLEY

ASKING THE FATHERS by Aelred Squire. SPCK 1973;
reprinted 1994, £12.99.
BEGINNING TO READ THE FATHERS by Boniface Ramsey.
SCM Press 1986; reprinted 1993, £9.95.

'l believe in the Holy Spirit, the holy catholic Church, the

communion of saints ..." These phrases from the baptismal creed

invite us to explore our Christian inheritance, and to discover
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what the Spirit has inspired through the ages; to find that the
Church's tradition is not time-expired and that we can hear the
saints speaking a language that is recognizable. However, we
need guidance and both these books provide it. Ramsey intro-
duces the breadth of thought and experience that is the great
achievement and legacy of the early Church, limiting himself to
the first seven centuries. He takes eleven main titles, for
example, Christ, Martyrdom and Virginity, Poverty and Wealth,
giving an insight both into the understanding of individual
authors and into the development of thought on particular topics.
Thus, on the Church and Ministry, we are given comments
from second-century Rome to sixth-century Gaul, via fourth-
century Antioch. This reminds us that liturgy, theology and
heresy, monks, bishops and pilgrims all travelled extensively in
these centuries. And there is consideration of the Church as a
sign of unity, rather than disunity as we now tend to think, and
in the ministries which sustain and extend her life, depicted in
various images. Inevitably with topics of such size, there is a
limit to the attention which can be given to any particular
aspect. Thus, on ordination, he concludes that:

ecclesiastical office existed to minister to needs, and that the
will of those experiencing the needs had decisive force in
determining who was to exercise an office.

This is true, but neglects the use of ordination as a means of
honouring individuals and the exercise of particular spiritual
gifts.

Because the book is designed as an introduction to the
Fathers, Ramsey is not afraid to point out tensions and
disagreements. These, often fertile, could lead to the develop-
ment of later thought, though the different traditions in Eastern
Christianity mark early divisions, too.

The last section of the book is part of its value. The Patristic
Reading Programme may not be for all, but gives helpful
paragraphs on a wide variety of texts. The bibliography, which
unfortunately does not go further than the mid-1980s, indicates
clearly what is available, when it was published and in what
language, and is also subdivided to apply to each chapter. And a
chronological table keeps the profusion of Gregorys and Cyrils
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in their right places. As well as these few observations, I would
recommend that anyone who still has a copy of the Summer
1986 Chronicle reread Sr Edmée's useful comments in the
original review of this book.

Squire's concern is to give us a book that will support us in
thought and prayer through many years, and so in Asking the
Fathers he turns to a wider range of authors. The first half is
rooted in the teaching of the Fathers, who are marshalled to
give a deep biblical understanding of our human condition and
of the necessity and possibility of relationship with God, with
one another and with the creation. Here is our glory: but it is
also the place of lifelong labour, for which Squire is seeking to
lay firm foundations:

We must avoid like the plague that selective egotism which
begins by censoring the world, goes on to miss out half the
Bible, and finally, takes flight and scandal when in the end
it has to meet an uncensored God.

He is not at all afraid to expound the Fall, but no pessimistic
conclusion is drawn, for 'while the wounds. of original sin are
found in all of us, they take on, in each and all, an entirely
individual force,' and it is to us individually that God gives
grace, calling us into his love. Thus, in the second half of the
book, we are given guidance on prayer, but Squire stresses the
essential hiddenness of it through the years, and that the Holy
Spirit is our guide. The book was written in the early '70s, so
we can perhaps understand his doubt about our finding solid
spiritual help among our contemporaries. If we do, well and
good: but the Spirit always, properly, leads and the Scriptures
and teaching of the saints are the Spirit's gift. So the chapters
on prayer build on the teaching of the Fathers, moving on to
Bernard, Francis de Sales, Julian of Norwich and John of the
Cross, as silence, method and habit, conversion of heart and
times of darkness and difficulty are considered. If this sounds
too 'advanced' for us, then it will be worthwhile putting the
book down and returning to it slowly, later.

Squire's style is trenchant and the writing is rich, like a
spiritual fruit cake, yet we shall lose much by letting ourselves
be put off. When he remarks that 'The Christian life begins not
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with loving, but with the sense of being loved,' then our present
isolations may seem to debar us from progress and hope, but, in
fact, the incentive and responsibility of prayer is being
underlined for us. Squire quotes Mother Julian's remark, 'If I
had known what pain it would be, I had been loth to have
prayed', but emphasizes that 'this feeling of reluctance was on
the physical side of her being, while in the depths of her soul
she was, at the same time, in a kind of dark peace.’

It is a pity that this reprint has a weaker binding than the
original edition. However, the book continues to reflect the
author's firm conviction that God has called and calls each of us
to know and to share his love for the whole creation. Through
his words we can hear the Spirit speaking afresh, again and
again.

JOHN SCOTT

COLLECTED POEMS by Amne Ridler. Carcanet, 1994, £25.

FAMILIAR SPIRITS by Elizabeth Jennings. Carcanet, 1994,
£6.95.
AFTER SILENT CENTURIES by Rowan Williams. The Perpetua
Press, 1994, £6.95.

It is probably more accurate to say that there is something
intrinsically religious about writing poetry, rather than that there
are religious poets as such. For what is striking about these
three recent collections of poetry is that the religious dimension
and questioning in each arises from meditations upon the
mundane, the family, the familiar. There is, to quote the
Catholic theologian, Nicholas Lash, an eastering of the ordinary.
In a poem entitled, 'Déjeuner sur 1'herbe’, Rowan Williams,
observing a wine glass being turned, asks:

shall there be wine to drop
on the drab summer grass
or only hours’' worth of spent sands?

It is a pity about the pretentious title, but with the question and
the value judgements of 'drab’' and 'spent’, a religious sentiment
is born. It is a sentiment strengthened in the 'wine to drop' by
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an allusion to a pagan libation offering, and the eucharistic
connotations of 'wine' itself. The poet is a bishop, after all.
Sacrifice, loss, a certain unfocused mourning, haunts the
margins of the text.

Elizabeth Jennings remembers cycle rides through the Oxford-
shire countryside as a child in one of her poems, 'Bicycles in
Summer'. The poem begins with an ominous observation on the
present—'You could not go today. It is not safe'; and she con-
cludes the depiction of her memory with 'old churches' and
‘Learning the world by love and childhood games'. The inno-
cence and perfection of the past—her own, ours and Oxford's—
evokes a Traherne-like paradise, a paradise lost. The nostalgic
turn of the head towards Eden, the simplicity of the lines them-
selves, reminiscent of William Carlos Williams, constitute a
theological statement.

And then there is the marvellous work of Anne Ridler, which
combines the imaginative intensity of Rowan Williams at his
best with the constant technical mastery and discipline so evident
in Elizabeth Jenning's work. Take, for example, 'Craig yr
Aderyn: Bird Rock':

To each, his memory of Eden.
for us, the sinless, cloudless garden,
And for these cormorants the lulling
Lashing waves of the wild sea.

Ages ago the sea retreated:

Still they build as their parents nested.
Memory holds the generations

Where no waves beat, no salt spray.

The tall cliff has meadows lapping
About its base. Flapping their wings
They rise like ducks, but under water
Chase their prey with powerful feet.

Marine, and land-locked. Paradisal
Memories, or else ancestral,
Weave a complexity of being:
Always homing, never at home.
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If I quote this in full it is because it sums up so much of
Ridler's exceptional lyrical talents. Here she demonstrates not
simply the precision and music of a technique which seems
intuitive, modestly serving and retreating. But here also is that
poetic power which touches the ethereal in the commonplace.
Birds, rocks, stars, sea, gardens, her children, her friends, her
reading of other writers, the subjects which have preoccupied
her for more than fifty years, become icons demanding theo-
logical meditation. Again there is the evocation of an Eden lost,
as in Williams and Jennings, but the pain of ambivalence is
sharply and yet so subtly realized: 'Marine, and land-locked ...
Always homing, never at home.’ The vowels and consonants
here create a music of consolation for a paradox and separation
almost unbearable.

'Craig yr Aderyn: Bird Rock' is numbered among Anne
Ridler's Late Poems. As a whole (and that is an advantage
offered by a Collected Poems), there is a certain diminishment
of poetic power in these later pieces. For the collection maps
the story of a poet who finds her distinctive voice through the
deepening experiences of separation and fear in the Second
World War and in motherhood. Nine Bright Shiners, published
in 1943, announced a remarkable poetic ability. The poems
included in her volume, The Golden Bird (1951) to Some Time
After (1972), reveal her to be one of the poetic craftswomen of
this century. She lacks the imagistic concision of Sylvia Plath,
but then such concision may be a matter of taste. Anne Ridler
can certainly take her place alongside a poet of the stature of
Sylvia Plath. Sparks are still struck in her Late Poems. There is
'"Wentworth Place: Keats Grove', for example, in which again
the pain and aesthetic pleasure of paradox emerges in a theology
that knows it cannot afford to be naive:

Angry for him, blessing his gift, I accuse
The paradise that could not save him,
Sickness and grief that sunsets could not heal.

In the emotional complexity of her lyrics, she never loses
control.
Elizabeth Jennings never loses control in her work, either. In
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fact, the technical control is often all too evident. Tightly
organized forms (for example, the sonnet), often seem to be
used as little more than demonstrations of how her free-verse
idiom can overcome the self-imposed discipline. This technical
virtuosity, coupled with neat approbations of love and denigra-
tions of lust, can create a moral tone that jars, creating spectres
of a hectoring headmistress:

Mark well these words for what they say
Is—Ilove increases suffering.

Much better is the final poem in this collection devoted to
family relationships, friendships, marriages and desire, 'The
Seer's Love'. Here the technical mastery takes second place as
the force of poetic imagination asserts itself. Examining the love
that inspires creativity, poetic and otherwise, the poem is an apt
reflection upon the poetry which has preceded it in which comp-
lex composition has substituted at times for aesthetic poignancy.
She writes:
It does not work by cunning thought
But blesses the imagination.
It is the eighth day of creation.

Rowan Williams' first collection of poetry, on the other hand,
reveals a profound poetic imagination, dense and fired, but a
lack of compositional discipline that can make some of his
pieces obscure. In the best of these poems an external discipline
has been at work in the form of another language requiring
translation, that is, Welsh. His free translations, particularly of
Ann Griffiths' 'I Saw Him Standing' and Waldo Williams'
'After Silent Centuries', are finely honed indeed. Of the others
it is the shorter pieces which excel: 'Rublev', which is a terse
and pregnant meditation on the Russian iconographer; and
'Kettle's Yard', where the very corporeality of things creates a
strange, sparse magic. In these poems Williams has a distinctive
voice, sharp and evocative.

GRAHAM WARD
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