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COMMUNITY NOTES

IN this Chronicle you will find the text of Lord Runcie’s address
at the Memorial Eucharist for Sr Jane, held at the Church of St
John the Evangelist in Oxford on 27 May. Many friends who were
present asked if copies would be available, so we are deeply
grateful that he has allowed it to be shared with all of you.* The
whole service was one of celebration and thanksgiving. The staff
and students of St Stephen’s House, in whose care the church is,
were generous in the time and help they gave as we made
preparations for the service. During the service a vigilant student
noticed that the recessional hymn had not been printed out, but by
the time we came to sing it copies had been made and distributed
unobtrusively around the church. Chris Roper, the wife of one of
the students, had helped to nurse Sr Jane for some months, so it
was fitting that she should be thurifer. The catering staff provided
a delicious buffet dinner for about 150 friends and relations. I'm
sure Sr Jane herself would have been very surprised to have seen
so many there, but not displeased!

Soon after Easter Sr Teresa, our one remaining hermit sister in
North Wales, suffered a stroke. As she has lost the use of her left
side, and her short-term memory has failed, she is no longer able
to live alone and requires nursing-home care. Until a permanent
placement could be arranged for her in St Luke’s Home,
Headington, she was given respite care in St John’s Home.
Having her so near at hand means that we can visit her regularly.

Sr Angela, whom some of you will remember from both
Boxmoor and Burwash as a keen gardener, is also in need of more
nursing than we can provide. For the last two months she has
been cared for at St Katharine’s House, Wantage. We are
extremely grateful to both CSMV and ASSP for their generous
and willing help. Through the circumstances of both Sisters we
have become much more aware of the hardships and difficulties
facing the elderly in our society.

At present Sr Gesine from Ordo Pacis in Germany is living
with us for a few months. During August Sr Avis Mary will

* If you would like further copies, please apply to the Press
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travel to Germany for an Interdenominational Conference of
Religious at Selbitz and in turn visit both of the community
houses of Ordo Pacis. Sr Rosemary has been asked by the
American congregation of SSJE to take their community retreat in
September. Following this she will spend some time at their
beautiful retreat, Emery House. She will return via Washington
where she will visit Oblate Sister Dorothy, who edited The
Hidden Joy, the book of Sr Jane’s Chronicle Notes.

On the Feast of the Ascension Sr Stephanie Thérése of the
Joy and Wonder of God made her Life Vows in the presence of
the Bishop of Dorchester, Dr Anthony Russell. It was indeed a
day of joy, especially as her parents and brother were able to fly
over from America for the occasion. At Vespers on 21 July
Carolyn Dunlop was received as a Novice Oblate. The ceremony
took place during one of the weeks in the year in which the
Oblate Sisters gather for retreat.

At the Community Chapter Meeting in June we passed a
resolution accepting the invitation of the Trustees of St Isaac’s
Retreat in New Zealand to establish an SLG presence there. We
have committed ourselves to send up to three Sisters for an initial
period of three years. Implementing this decision will require
much thought and planning, but we hope that two Sisters will be
in New Zealand by Advent. We ask your prayers for us all as we
seek to respond to this decision.

August is the month when we recall the dropping of the first
atomic bomb on Hiroshima, which ended the war with Japan fifty
years ago. What a different place the Pacific is now, with Japan
joining Australia and New Zealand to denounce the present
nuclear bomb testing by France in that area. But still the call to
pray for peace in our world is as urgent as it always has been. ‘O
pray for the peace of Jerusalem.” Perhaps in our day the call is to
pray especially for hope when so many people seem to live
without it. Recently I was in correspondence with someone who
spends much time listening to and befriending people on the edge
of our society, in a drop-in centre in a tower-block. She wrote of
her experience of being with a young woman who

told me a story of rape and violence and then proceeded to
cook up her next ‘fix’, got it into the syringe and tried to find a
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vein that would take it. The process took over fifteen minutes:
all her veins are wrecked and each stab made her flinch with
pain. The experience of sitting there silently in the middle of
all that was one of the sharpest of my life so far, and however
we define hell, that certainly was it for me. She knows she is
dying and says everyone has given up hope except me, and
added, ‘But that’s the trouble with you Christians. You just
don’t know when you’ve lost, do you?’

She goes on to write that there is so much, too, that is joyful and
full of beauty. ‘The point seems to be that the evil and the good
all meet in one and the same place, the point of intersection is the
place of intercession, wordless as it often is.” That seemed to be
my own perception as I sat looking out over peaceful fields in the
idyllic part of North Wales our hermit Sisters used to live in. The
war-torn fields of Bosnia were very near. I was reminded again of
Fr Gilbert Shaw’s words:

To hold all time, all circumstance, in and to Love’s embrace.

With our love and prayer as always.
ANNE, MOTHER SLG



THE UNDEFEATED HEART

Address at the Memorial Eucharist for
Sister Jane of the Divine Compassion SLG

THE RIGHT REVEREND LORD RUNCIE

JANE'S FUNERAL was a family affair. It was a lovely occasion
which lingers in the memory. Someone there quoted Jeremy
Taylor: ‘She has sweetened the earth with her dust’. It is a sin not
to grieve; but it is a sin in the body of Christ to hug our grief. So
today the circle widens out a little, and hearts are lifted and we
are to give thanks not only for her life in Community but for the
constancy and imaginative love which has touched so many of us.

Any liturgy of thanksgiving is not so much a debt owed to the
past as a blessing to be received in the present. Our praising is
firmly encased in the praising for God. How fitting that we should
celebrate God's gift to us of Jane amidst the alleluias of the
Ascension, the day on which she made her profession as Sister
Jane of the Divine Compassion.

‘I came forth from the Father and am come into the world.
Again I leave the world and go to the Father.” Those words from
today's Gospel go to the heart of a mystery. The story of the
Ascension is told crudely, or as we might say, primitively. But
though the evangelists were not scientists they were not stupid.
They knew the power of myth and symbol, of image and saga.
Later, in the early buildings of Christendom our forefathers
depicted the Ascension in ways to make you smile: the feet
sticking out of a roof boss, or the divine handshake of welcome
and congratulations appearing from the clouds in a painting.
Truths of an elevated kind, which the sophisticated would be the
poorer for dismissing, are often made known through the
primitive. Epstein, Picasso or Henry Moore remind us of that. The
story had to be primitive and basic to make the point that Jesus
took his humanity into God, so that God might be known in our
humanity, and our humanity might be understood in God.

Heaven and humanity are my theme for Jane. She knew the
Johannine journey of Jesus was a pilgrimage towards the Father
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in heaven and towards the world in compassion. The two journeys
were one. As they were for him, so they are for us: towards
Heaven in adoration, and towards the world in compassion.
‘Yearning,” said Augustine, ‘makes the heart deep’. Sitio-I thirst.

Jane, shy, self-effacing, on first encounter did not always stand
out, and was not the obvious charismatic leader. Yet her influence
on each of us has been profound. What she said often sounded
simple but on her lips became unforgettable. ‘Three words of hers
I have carried with me for years,” said someone writing to me,
‘we sat down for a picnic on a sunny day. “Isn't God wonderful?”
said Jane’. [ couldn't get away with such simplicities! At the other
pole of her life there was the notice above her desk which read,
‘God Bless This Mess’. That was, in general, her attitude to the
world.

Inseparable from her humanity was her humour. She once told
me she thought it was the greatest of God's gifts. Perhaps at the
time it was an encouragement to me when I confessed that I found
it difficult to take my position seriously; but she did feel that
people without a sense of humour lacked a sense of proportion
and should never be put in charge of anything—especially a
country or a community.

It was not, of course, jokeyness, but a quick sense of the
absurdities and incongruities of life. There is no laughter in the
sanctuary of our faith where the deepest incongruities and
tragedies of life are dealt with by a cross; but laughter on the
outskirts of religion is the secure protection against fantasies and
self-pretension or self-promotion. When Our Lord spoke of
Pharisees trying to strain a fly out of the soup and mistakenly
swallowing a camel; or scribes anxious about the splinter in the
neighbour's eye and not noting the plank in their own, we cannot
suppose an audience kept straight faces. Perhaps it was the ability
to laugh at her own mortality that helped to carry her so serenely
through the last year.

Jane was suspicious of the low blink rate, the shining eyes or
the spring in the stride of the zealot. She would have approved of
Isaiah Berlin's words, ‘To force people into the neat uniforms of
dogmatically believed-in schemes is almost always the road to
inhumanity.” If love, not power, is to rule there must be freedom.
Yet she was equally aware that the qualifier can be dull or dreary.
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She quoted a warning of Ian Ramsey’s, ‘Faith begins in delight
and ends in doctrine; and the richer and more complex the
doctrine the further it may be removed from its origin in delight.’
Delight there was in her life in abundance; in music and books
and friendships and cats, the intimacy of gardens, or the grandeur
of a landscape that dwarfs our humanity.

Outraged by the inequities and injustices of the world she
could be a campaigner not only in prayer but in conniving. She
was a friend to Colin Winter when he was isolated and desperate
to get Namibia higher on the agenda of the Anglican Communion.
At the same time she could warmn the endlessly angry campaigner,
‘Its important not to get bogged down in ones impotence to
alleviate human misery so that you forget the good things in life
that matter so much; and that lots of people are happy and God is
glad for them and with them.’

‘Happiness,” as Aristotle famously argued, ‘depends on
harmony.” Thank God there are neat harmonies in life—when the
body works well and there is health, or in a community there are
kindred spirits. But there are not so many harmonies and they
don't always last long. The deepest and richest experiences of life
arise where there is something askew and what is askew is
worked through and something richer emerges. That is because
the heart of our faith is a cross and not an eternal calm.

Many are the testimonies of those who have been held by her
in the intercession of the Community. Thanked for some spiritual
guidance or loving care she invariably replied, ‘My dear, I owe
that to the Community. I couldn't do a thing without them.” When
Jane was in Australia, where she herself nearly died, a friend at
home told her how she was going through her darkest hour. She
seemed unable to pray or to believe. Jane wrote to her, ‘The
intercessory life, whether lived out in a community or not, is the
willingness to be exposed to any aspect of the human condition
and to live it out as consciously as possible.” The recipient of that
letter comments, ‘in my darkest hour when I felt I had no hope
and no faith she was able to connect me still to what she knew
deep down I was about—and what at some level I knew too. When
I could give no access to creeds or any belief she held the
conviction that God was right there, at work in and through me.’
Jane took unbelief seriously, though she was capable of a naughty
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response to those who told her that they were angry with God for
what he had done to them: ‘I hope you will tell him in no
uncertain terms’. Marvellously sensitive but unsentimental,
succinct or silent in her nearness to God, she was amused by
those whose public intercessions seemed to suggest that God had
mislaid his omniscience.

I have heard it said that Jane had a healthy scepticism. That is
true but we must be careful what we mean. We should not
suppose it meant ‘there may be nothing in it all’. She knew
herself held secure in the love of God and it was that conviction
which liberated her from anxieties about secondary beliefs. It was
that mixture of conviction and freedom which enabled her to see
the possibilities in a person or a community. Seeing one of the
sisters carving little hand-held crosses out of a block of wood she
murmured to a bystander, ‘She hasn't made them. She has found
what was already there.” Jane dealt with people like that. ‘If we
dress ourselves up in ready-made clothing that does not fit us and
was never meant to fit us we should not be surprised if we are
permanently uncomfortable.” She was able to say things of that
sort because she was held in the strength of a community turned
towards God. The same is true of the way in which she helped us
to handle change. She brought new things out of what was already
there in the faith and the commitment and the tradition.

Nearly twenty years ago we invited Jane to join a Cell of
Priests. The Community agreed. We tended to be people who
were doing a great deal and talking a lot. In fact Jane quickly
became the pivotal point by simply being and suffering for us,
and holding us before God lest the one thing necessary in our
lives was forgotten. She had an inexhaustible supply of
appropriate postcards for us: a Pieta for sorrows and sadness; a
threatened species—perhaps a Rhino—to enlarge our churchy
sympathies; or a view of Brighton pier to cheer us up; and the No
Surrender message in that bold hand which, miraculously, could
scrawl its clarity and lucidity to the end.

Of course we feel that she is praying and laughing still, for we
share the same address in the invisible world. Our pettiness or
hypocrisy or blinkered vision make bereavements gloomy, but
she was always looking for the light. “There is so much grieving
in life that 1 cannot believe our bereavements (not only of
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persons) are not potentially positive and not enduringly painful.’

As a marvellous description of God she loved the phrase, “The
undefeated heart of weakness’, or Bonhoeffer's, ‘Only a suffering
God can help’. She quoted the First World War poet, Edward
Shillitoe:

Other gods were strong but Thou wast weak
They rode but Thou didst stumble to a throne
But to our wounds only God's wounds can speak
And not a God has wounds but Thou alone.

She muses whether any religion sees God as ‘suffering
alongside’ in the way Christianity does. With her wisdom or
spacious spirituality she says she doesn't think that's the final
word; but for her personally, hallowing her diminishments meant
that she lived and died not with the undefeated heart of weakness
but with the undefeated heart of strength. .

The Ascension, which brings together the cross and
resurrection reminds us that the Christian life is neither optimism
nor tragedy. It is only in these mysteries that we can rejoice and
mourn at one and the same time and for the same reason. So says
T. S. Eliot in Becket's ‘Christmas Sermon’; and that is the hidden
joy that is a first-fruit of faith. In the end the glory of the
ascended Lord is no different from the glory of the crucified
Christ. The glory of God is not the glory with which human
power tends both to advertise and preserve itself. It is the glory of
power expressed for the being and well-being of others.

When we ignore God, we cease to be human. When we deny
eternity we cannot find content in time. When we will have
nothing of the heavenly city we cannot build a tolerable society
on earth. That is my rhetoric. Jane put it all so much more simply
and profoundly. ‘Isn't God wonderful?”” and, ‘God bless this
mess’.

Preached at the Church of St John the Evangelist, Oxford, 27
May 1995.



JOY, SIMPLICITY, COMPASSION

ROLAND WALLS

WHEN I made my first pilgrimage to Taizé many years ago the
brothers still sang their daily office in the little Romanesque vil-
lage church. There was then, as now, much to fill the mind, heart,
ear and eye; but what remains with me as an undying echo is the
customary ending of their service: ‘May the Lord keep us in the
joy, the simplicity and the compassion of the Holy Gospel.” Since
then a movement of the Spirit has spread the desire and an en-
dowment of these three gifts of God through many churches, until
one could say they have become the hallmark of authentic Chris-
tian living, both personal and communal. It was for me a prayer
which summed up all the needs of the ‘white man’s church’.

Open-hearted gladness

Joy is that gift of open-hearted gladness which allows us to share
in the blessedness of the Holy Trinity. It is fundamentally a glad-
ness that God is God and no one else. It is, therefore, both the
mother and child of adoration and praise. It enables the commu-
nity and the person to be buoyant, to have the cork-like quality of
floating on the top of the highest wave. In fact, we do not know
whether we have joy unless high seas are running.

Joy is a fundamental quickening and liveliness of the heart
which already admits us to the life to come. It is the gift of the
risen Christ whose joy is fulfilled in us, and who prayed that our
joy might be fulfilled in him. It is, therefore, the work of the Holy
Spirit who gives life and meaning to the activity of the Father
through the Son.

Joy is not to be identified with the high moments and feelings
of religion. It is best known when the religious person is in a re-
ligious trough, for then it is possible to distinguish between what
is personal capacity and what is sheer gift of God. Joy is the
singing of Paul and Silas in prison. It is the glad, fully-aware de-
cision of many today who are prepared to be imprisoned for their
faith. It is the alleluia sung in the heart as a believer is called to a
share in the sufferings of the crucified Lord.
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Joy is really a touch of heaven come down to earth, and is
manifested most often at the Eucharist. It breaks forth as it echoes
on earth what is heard in heaven. Joy joins us not only to heaven
but to all unfallen creation, for all things created have a natural
joyfulness which 1s the reflection of the Creator’s joy in them.

‘Heaven and earth are full of thy glory!” Joy, therefore, opens
up avenues of life in the body, the mind and the heart, as we find
an increasing number of things bringing us the joy of God. Every
day brings forth new things and situations for praise. Joy grows in
its own joy. It is diffusive and communicates itself within the
community of joy and beyond. It is the transmission of the origi-
nal Pentecost praise for the wonderful works of God.

Joy 1s not necessarily noisy. It can be, and often is, the singing
and making melody in our heart, as well as the rapturous praise of
a singing gathering. In fact it is best and perhaps most normally
experienced as the song left singing in the heart when the outward
sounds have ceased.

The early fathers of the Church used to think of joy as the spe-
cial gift received from the cup at the Eucharist: the gift of the new
wine of the kingdom, when we are given a foretaste of entering
into the joy of the Lord.

Confident Sonship

Joy is linked to simplicity, which belongs to God himself. Sim-
plicity is a lack of fuss and bother. God possesses this completely,
and to draw near to God is to receive his simplicity as a gift.

Simplicity allows us to live amid the tangled complexities of
life in an uncomplicated awareness and appreciation of the little
and seemingly insignificant blessings we receive from the hand of
God. It is the quiet assurance that we are the children of our heav-
enly Father and that he knows all our needs and provides for
them.

Simplicity allows us to be open and transparent to our neigh-
bours. It allows access to us without fear, either theirs or ours. It
is the hallmark of the Christian who has been born again and now
shares the confident sonship of Christ towards his Father in the
Holy Spirit. It releases us from anxiety about tomorrow and al-
lows us to live in the gladness of today.
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Those who live simply are not disturbed by ecclesiastical dis-
putes and gossip. He or she has that essential purity of heart far
removed from any self-assertion of either the group or the person.
They live their vulnerable lives amid the claims o¢f power and in-
fluence, and desire to rid themselves of superfluous possessions
and property which might hinder them from human contacts.

Simplicity centres itself only on the love of God, and has a
quietness and modesty that can sustain itself within the world’s
and the Church’s alarums and excursions. It is particularly open
to the needs of the poor and distressed, who gravitate towards
anyone who possesses it as the thirsty do to water.

In fact, water is a lovely symbol of simplicity. Water is pure
and fresh. It is lucid and transparent, and it offers itself as a filth-
bearer to wash away our dirt. Of all God’s material gifts it is the
most precious life-giver and yet is content to be under-valued,
wasted and misused. The simple are like that, as Christ is like
that, and God is like that.

Through simplicity we can return to our proper humanity and
rejoin the simplicity of the created order in its quiet, unquestion-
ing obedience to its Creator. The truly simple person will be a
friend not only of others, but of birds and trees and beetles.

Shared Humanity

Compassion is a gift of Christ through the Holy Spirit and is
linked closely to the others. Again the gift belongs to God. He is
the compassionate one. The ability to feel with, to suffer with, to
be alongside the pain and grief of men and women-yes, and of
misused and cruelly treated animals and of inanimate creation—
flows from the heart of God.

Such fellow-feeling is shown to the rich and poor, to the guilty
as well as to the innocent, to the brutal as well as to the victim. It
will be prepared to stick its neck out for those who have none to
speak for them and will not hold itself aloof from the political
consequences of supporting the neglected and exploited.

Compassion feels for and understands joy as well as sorrow,
the bliss of the bridegroom and bride as well as the distress of the
bereaved. It laughs with those who laugh and weeps with those
who weep. It does not impose conditions on its exercise. Like joy
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and simplicity it releases us to share our recovered humanity with
our neighbour. It therefore frees us from much preoccupation
with the merely Christian scene, because it gives us a share in the
compassionate humanity of Christ, the Saviour of the world.

A miraculous growth of sensitivity and awareness of what is
really happening behind the acts, the words and gestures of the
other person, accompanies each exercise of compassion. The
mind and heart awake to new depths of understanding of the
plight and predicament of our neighbour-not to make us conde-
scendingly helpful, but enabling us to reach out, to be near, to be
next to him or her in a solidarity of guilt and pain, or of life-
sharing joy.

We perhaps need compassion most of all for people we live
with and see every day; our friends, wives, husbands and chil-
dren. Only so can we overcome that hardness of heart that takes
them for granted or that readily believes we know all about them.

Here they are then, these gifts of the Spirit, available hour by
hour, if only we know we need them. They all come from God the
Father to whom they belong, through his Son by the Holy Spirit.
They all bind us to God and to one another. They are all given to
us now in the hope that we shall be like him when we shall see
him as he is.

May the Lord keep us in the joy, the simplicity and the com-
passion of the Holy Gospel.

Roland Walls is a member of the Community of The Little
Brothers and Sisters of the Common Life at Roslin, Scotland.



THE WOMAN AT THE WELL

A (near) Feminist Perspective
SISTER EDMEE SLG

READERS of the Fairacres Chronicle would not expect-and
would be disappointed if they did-to find much feminist critique
in its pages, least of all from this contributor. But having suffered
male jokes in sermons about the love life of the Samaritan woman
at the well (John 4:1-42) for thirty years and more, jokes which
have always seemed to me to reveal a total misunderstanding of
the text, I was delighted to discover a range of feminist comments
on this subject collected in an article subtitled ‘Deconstruction,
Feminism and the Samaritan Woman’ by Stephen D. Moore.' He
writes:

Recent feminist readers of John 4:1-42 have been countering a
traditional tendency on the part of male commentators to
victimize the Samaritan woman—to reduce her to a sexual
stereotype, to patronize her for her ‘inferiority’—thereby
providing yet another biblical warrant for the unequal
treatment of contemporary women in the Church, the academy,
and society at large. The challenge would seem to be that of
showing that the Samaritan woman is indeed a worthy
conversation partner for Jesus, and this O’Day, Plunkett and
Schneiders undertake to do, each in her own way. ‘The woman
is the first character in the Gospel to engage in serious theo-
logical conversation with Jesus’, claims O’Day. (p-213)

To show that the Samaritan woman is a worthy conversation
partner for Jesus is a challenge well worth taking up, and the
feminist critics whom Moore enlists inspire contestants to the
fray. But it must be said at the outset that my concern is not with
feminist critique per se but with the question: How do we read the
Bible? It simply happens that in the story of the Woman at the
Well, feminist critique illumines the literalist assumptions which
afflict the modern mind generally, and the male mind particularly,
when confronted by a woman who, according to the letter, has
had an ‘interesting past’. These are the verses which have come to
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provide the occasion for patronising humour or censorious
comment:

Jesus says to her: Go, call your husband and come here. The
woman answered him: I have no husband. Jesus says to her:
You say well, I have no husband. For five husbands you have
had, and he whom you now have is not your husband; this you
said truly. (4:16-18)

Moore asks whether this statement should be taken literally,
that is, as a statement about an irregular marital and sexual career,
a reading, he goes on to say, that has resulted in some very
curious comments, ranging in modern times from Theodor Zahn’s
reference to the woman’s ‘immoral life, which has exhibited
profligacy and unbridled passions for a long time’, to Paul Duke’s
description of her as a ‘five-time loser ... currently committed to
an illicit affair’.’ In a long footnote on the same page, Moore cites
a further seven commentators, complete with full bibliographical
details, of which the following is a simplified account.

Hoskyns (1947) assumes that Jesus’ intention is to ‘lay bare the
woman’s sin’; Staley (1988) that he has exposed her bawdy past’,
and Beasley-Murray (1987) her ‘immoral life’. Schnackenburg
(1968) imputes ‘waywardness’ to her, while Raymond Brown
(1966) calls her ‘markedly immoral’, a doer of ‘evil deeds’, and
Dodd (1968) refers to her ‘loose living’. The last named in this
list, Lyle Elsinger (1987), argues that the woman, whom he calls
‘coquettish’, ‘coy’, ‘lascivious’, ‘brazen’ and °‘carnal’, makes
‘sexual advances’ to Jesus.

All these commentators, and others whom Moore quotes, C. K.
Barrett, Rudolph Bultmann, Ernst Haenchen and Barnabas
Lindars among them, have preferred the literal meaning of 4:18 to
the figurative one. ‘At the same time’, Moore notes, ‘these com-
mentators have scrupulously noted the repeated failure of the
woman to grasp the non-literal nature of Jesus’ discourse,” and he
goes on:

The standard reading of 4:18, then, conceals a double standard.
To interpret Jesus literally is a failing when the woman does it,
but not when the commentators follow suit. This double
standard, however, is also a double bind. They can condemn
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her only if they participate in her error, can ascribe a history of
immorality to her only by reading as ‘carnally’ as she does ...
(p.212)

A footnote on the following page says that examples of con-
demning her for literal-mindedness abound, and cites two typical
ones: ‘Dodd remarks on 4:15 [‘Sir, give me this water, that I may
not thirst, nor come here to draw’] that the woman “as usual, fails
to understand” indicating “a crass inability to penetrate below the
surface meaning”, while for Beasley-Murray too ... “the woman’s
misunderstanding becomes crass.” ’

At this point 1 leave Moore’s stimulating article because he
goes on to pursue other interests, and although he does mention a
figurative meaning for the ‘five husbands’ verse, he does not
develop it. But it is just this question I should like to pursue.

I

There are two figurative interpretations of the ‘five husbands’
verse commonly cited. The one referred to by Moore has emerged
in modern times and is based on 2 Kings 17, in particular verses
24 and 29, in which it is recorded that the five foreign groups
brought into Samaria by the King of Assyria each ‘made idols
representing their own gods and put them in the temples of the
high places made by the Samaritans’ (v.29). There are, however,
several problems with this interpretation, not least that at 17:30-
31 seven gods are mentioned.

The other interpretation, and the one which goes back to the
early Church, is based on the fact that the Samaritans accepted as
canonical only the five books of Moses. In either case, since the
Hebrew and Aramaic words for ‘husband’ can also mean ‘owner’,
‘master’ as well as the name of a pagan deity, Baal, the statement
of Jesus can be seen to fit. It seems to me, however, that if
legitimate relationships are intended by Jesus’ ‘five husbands’,
then the second interpretation is more likely. And the ensuing
conversation makes it, in my view, certain. Jesus reveals himself
for the first time in this Gospel to one who has been truly wedded
to Moses, however faulty the relationship may now have become.
At the end of the following chapter Jesus says to the Jews: ‘If you
believed Moses you would believe me, for he wrote of me. But if
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you do not believe his writings, how will you believe my words?’
(5:46-47). John wishes to show that a Samaritan, who believed
the writings of Moses, was also able to believe the words of
Jesus.

But whichever of these two interpretations we take, Jesus ad-
dresses her as the personification of Samaria. The woman’s reply,
‘Lord, I perceive you are a prophet’ subtly indicates that she rec-
ognizes this by the use of the word for ‘perceive’ (Bewpw) which,
as Westcott points out, ‘marks contemplation, continued progres-
sive vision, not immediate perception.” This commentator goes on
(as well he might since he nevertheless takes the literal view),
‘We cannot tell in what way the Lord’s words were more signifi-
cant to the woman than to us.”’ Having, then, understood after a
moment’s reflection the level at which Jesus is talking to her, the
woman continues without pause or self-conscious comment to
discuss the issue which separated Jews and Samaritans: ‘Our
fathers worshipped on this mountain; and you say that Jerusalem
is the place in which one ought to worship.” On the literal inter-
pretation this would be, as the commentators claim it is, a very
deft change of subject. But is such a deft change of subject
psychologically possible?

There are, in fact, two psychological impossibilities on the
literal reading, of which this is the first. For the woman does not
exist, nor ever could have done, who on meeting a clairvoyant
would not react in some way or other to the unexpected exposure
of her unusual life. And five husbands and a lover in Semitic
society of the first century would have been so unusual that no
commentator is able to account for it. (Even in western society of
the twentieth century similar records attract publicity.) Such
clairvoyance would have been experienced by her with the same
sense of shock one would feel on being winded. It would have
taken time for her to catch her breath, and when caught she would
not have been found in a profoundly theological conversation,
entirely unrelated to the ‘revelation’ of her past. She would have
tried to explain; she would have asked questions: How could I
have done otherwise? What then must I do to be saved?

The second psychological impossibility is that had she been
any of the things ascribed to her by modern preachers and com-
mentators, the conversation as recorded could not have taken
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place. A sinner does not enter into dialogue with Jesus but first he
must ‘save’ her. There must be a ‘baptism’ of some sort, of repen-
tance, or of sudden belief, and so a passing from unlikeness to
likeness, for ‘unlike’ cannot know ‘like’. This is the language of
Plotinus, and I know of none better with which to make this point:

If the eye that adventures the vision be dimmed by vice,
impure, or weak, and unable in its cowardly blenching to see
the uttermost brightness, then it sees nothing even though
another points to what lies plain to sight before it. To any
vision must be brought an eye adapted to what is to be seen,
and having some likeness to it. Never did eye see the sun
unless it had first become sunlike, and never can the soul have
vision of the First Beauty unless itself be beautiful.*

It seems to me that the soul of the Samaritan woman must
indeed have been beautiful or she could not have borne the
‘uttermost brightness’ of what Jesus goes on to say:

Woman, believe me, the hour is coming when neither on this
mountain nor in Jerusalem will you worship the Father. You
worship what you do not know; we worship what we know, for
salvation is of the Jews. But the hour is coming, and now is,
when the true worshippers will worship the Father in spirit and
truth, for such the Father seeks to worship him. God is spirit,
and those who worship him must worship in spirit and truth.
(4:21-24)

From the woman’s reply we see that her eye is well adapted to
receive the radiance of these words, whether she understands
them in all their fullness or not, for what she then says reveals
that she is living in expectation of the one who will enable true
worshippers to worship in spirit and truth: ‘I know that Messiah is
coming, he who is called the Christ; when he comes he will show
us all things.” And Jesus, knowing that she is now ready for him
to reveal his true nature to her, says: ‘I who speak to you am he.’

That the woman has grasped the significance of all that Jesus
has said is shown in the detail that ‘she left her water jar’. But
here we come to a difficulty in the figurative reading. The woman
‘went away into the city and said to the people, Come, see a man
who told me all that I ever did.” This certainly appears to our
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minds to support the literal reading. But this is due to our radi-
cally different way of thinking which has become in recent
centuries narrowly individualistic so that we now suppose that in
order to be authentically human we must be authentically
autonomous. But this is the very antithesis of biblical thinking
which always recognizes that the human person is far more than
an individual, and not only belongs to a community but is the
community.

The Gospel of John manifests this outlook so invariably that it
cannot be fully understood if the characters in it are thought of as
individuals merely. So here, the Samaritan woman is Samaria, the
embodiment of a religion both related and alien to Jerusalem. It is
significant, I think, that in three books closely linked in a number
of ways, Ezekiel, the Gospel of John and the Apocalypse, the fig-
ures of Samaria and Jerusalem—the capitals of Israel and Judah
respectively—are personified. In Ezekiel they are portrayed as
sisters:

Son of man, there were two women, the daughters of one
mother. And they committed whoredoms in Egypt ... And the
names of them were Aholah the elder, and Aholibah her sister:
and they were mine, and they bare sons and daughters. Thus
were their names: Samaria is Aholah, and Jerusalem Aholibah.

(Ez. 32:2-4)

In the Book of Revelation it is Jerusalem who has recovered her
purity: ‘And I saw the holy city, new Jerusalem, coming down out
of heaven from God, prepared as a bride adorned for her husband
... (21:2). But here, -in the Gospel of John, it is Samaria to whom
it is given to recover the place that once had been hers when the
Lord claimed her as ‘mine’.

I

In the two passages quoted earlier from Stephen Moore’s article,
we find phrases like ‘a traditional tendency’ and ‘the standard
reading’, and we may wonder what he means by them. I think he
means interpretations which accord with the academic consensus
of the past fifty years or so as distinct from those outside that
consensus, such as interpretations from liberation theology,
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feminist criticism, structuralism, deconstruction, reader-response
criticism, narratology, and other approaches which are being
brought to bear on the reading of Scripture.

What ‘traditional’ and ‘standard’ seem not to mean in the
context of contemporary biblical commentary is anything earlier
than the nineteenth century. The earliest, and arguably the most
important tradition, the patristic, is generally regarded as irrele-
vant to present-day concerns and ignored-except by feminists
whose suspicions are aroused by the very title, Fathers of the
Church, and who are finding in their writings a rich source of
aggravation. But would feminist criticism of the Fathers be as
justified in regard to the Woman of Samaria as it is of male
exegesis in the twentieth century? In order to find out I have
looked at three patristic giants, Origen (c.185-c.254), John Chry-
sostom (¢.347-407), and Augustine (354-430), and have found an
extraordinary contrast in attitude to the Samaritan woman with
those of this century, as I shall attempt briefly to show.

According to Raymond Brown,’ Origen sees in the five hus-
bands a symbolic reference to the five books of Moses and this is,
indeed, the interpretation we would expect from Origen. But I am
not sure that Brown is right to draw this conclusion from Origen’s
use of the word ‘law’ in the passage to which his reference points.
Rather, at a later place, this is what we find:

I think that every soul that is introduced to the Christian
religion through the Scriptures and begins with sense-
perceptible things called bodily things [copotikmv, the term
Origen uses of the literal sense of scripture], has five husbands.
There is a husband related to each of the senses. But after the
soul has consorted with the matters perceived by the senses and
later wishes to rise above them, urged on to things perceived
by the spirit, she may then encounter unsound teaching based
on allegorical and spiritual meanings. She then approaches
another husband after the five husbands, having given a bill of
divorce to the former five, as it were, and having decided to
live with this sixth. And we will stay with that husband until
Jesus comes and makes us aware of the character of such a
husband. But after the Word of the Lord has come and con-
versed with us, we deny that husband and say, ‘I have no
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husband’. At this time the Lord also commends us and says,
‘Well did you say, I have no husband.’*

Origen goes on a little later to take up the interpretation of a
Gnostic teacher, Heracleon, a disciple of Valentinus, who inter-
prets the husbands, including the lover, as representing all
material evil: ‘These were the husbands with whom the Samaritan
woman was united and with whom she associated contrary to
reason, committing fornication, being insulted, rejected and for-
saken by them’—which sounds very much like our twentieth-cen-
tury interpreters. Origen replies that it is impossible for an evil
tree to bear good fruit, and since the Samaritan woman was a
good tree because she was spiritual, ‘it is fitting to say to him,
either her fornication was not sin or she did not commit fornica-
tion.”’

Augustine follows a similar line and, just as it had not occurred
to Origen to take the husbands according to the letter, neither
does it occur to Augustine. The ‘husband’ Jesus commands the
woman to fetch is, for Augustine, the understanding, the ruler of
the soul. But first he agrees that ‘many have understood, and not
absurdly nor in all regards improbably, that these [the five
husbands] mean the five Books of Moses.” But he confesses a
difficulty in what follows: He whom thou now hast is not thy
husband, and he goes on to say that ‘we may more easily take the
five former husbands of the soul to be the five senses of the
body.” And he explains that they are called ‘husbands’ because
‘they are in their legitimate office: for they were made by God,
and by God given to the soul.” But when the soul comes to reason,
if she is taken in hand by Wisdom, those five husbands are
succeeded in their rule by one who shall both rule better and rule
to eternity. For our five senses do not rule us for eternity but only
for temporal things. So, Augustine goes on:

This husband had not yet succeeded to those five husbands in
this woman. And where he has not succeeded, error has the
mastery. For when once the soul has begun to be capable of
reason, it is ruled either by the wise mind or by error—-though
error does not rule but undoes ... Therefore the Lord says to
her, ‘Thou hast well said, I have not an husband. For thou hast
had five husbands: the five senses of the flesh at the first ruled
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thee; thou art come to age of using reason, yet not come to
wisdom but fallen into error. Therefore, after those five
husbands, he whom thou now hast is not thine husband.’” And if
not husband, what was he, but paramour? ‘Call then not thy
paramour, but thine husband, that by the understanding thou
mayest comprehend Me.”*

The homilies of John Chrysostom on the Woman of Samaria
are in strong contrast to Origen and Augustine on the one hand
and to present-day attitudes on the other. For, unlike Origen and
Augustine, John is careful to expound only the letter to his con-
gregation in Antioch; while unlike the commentators of this
century he treats her with a respect amounting to reverence. For
John this woman is a model of discernment, circumspection and
wisdom. He cannot praise her enough, and he shows the worthi-
ness of her response to every word that Jesus addresses to her by
a very detailed exposition of the text—except when it comes to the
five husbands and the lover, which he treats literally but curso-
rily. He is concerned only with her virtues, and it is difficult to
choose from the many lovely passages about her. Here is one near
the end of his discourses on this episode:

She called not one only and then a second, as had Andrew and
Philip, but having aroused the entire city, even though it
included so great a throng, she brought it all to Him. And see
how prudently she spoke. She did not say: ‘Come and see the
Christ,” but she, too, attracted the people with a gradual
approach similar to that by which Christ had drawn her on.
‘Come and see a man,” she said, ‘who has told me all that I
have ever done ... Can he be the Christ?” Notice once more the
great wisdom of the woman. She neither revealed His identity
clearly, nor did she remain silent. She desired, not to persuade
them by her own conviction, but to make them share in her
opinion of Him by hearing Him themselves ..."

III

Returning to the present day, I have been reading The Revelatory
Text: Interpreting the New Testament as Sacred Scripture by
Sandra Schneiders,”’ who is one of the three feminists quoted in
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my first passage from Moore, and whose paper, ‘A Feminist
Interpretation of John 4:1-42°, forms the final chapter of this
book.

The Revelatory Text is an exciting and illuminating account of
developments in biblical studies over the past thirty years, written
with a clarity which renders the subject accessible to any inter-
ested reader. Sandra Schneiders is both a professor in New
Testament studies and a Sister in a Catholic congregation, and she
is concerned to mediate the one to the other, the academy to the
believer. And she does it marvellously well, from historical criti-
cism to the ‘wave of methodological diversification that is
reaching full tide today’ (p.1). But for the present purpose I shall
focus on her exegesis of the story of the Woman at the Well.

This chapter, ‘A Feminist Interpretation of John 4:1-42’,
begins with seven pages of feminist principles of interpretation
applied to the biblical literature itself, which is regarded as
‘ideologically biased against women’ (pl181), ‘written by the
“historical winners” who virtually never write the story but their
story’ (p.182), and which fails ‘to supply women with resources
for liberation [being] often enough itself the problem, demonising
women, degrading female sexuality, erasing women from the
history of salvation, legitimating their oppression, and trivializing
their experience’ (ibid).

These are heavy charges, and I am not sure that Schneiders
herself quite believes them. They do not, in any case, apply to this
story, so that when Schneiders claims that her chapter on it ‘is an
exercise in the hermeneutics of retrieval’ she seems to be
overlooking her own suspicion concerning the gender of the
author, which is itself evidence, in regard to the text itself, that
no retrieval is necessary. It is only in regard to modern
interpretation, as we have seen, that retrieval is necessary. But
once past these seven pages, we encounter the excellence of
Schneiders’s exegesis, the main thrust of which is biblical and
theological. Certainly, it owes something to the feminist
perspective, notably her comments on the episode of the return of
the disciples which ‘reveals the all-too-familiar uneasiness of
men when one of their number takes a woman too seriously,
especially in the area of men’s primary concern’ (p.195)-an
observation which exhales experience.
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Schneiders shows that the story follows a recognized biblical
pattern: ‘In this case the pattern or paradigm is the story recount-
ing the meeting of future spouses who then play a central role in
salvation history’ (p.187). Examples given are: Abraham’s ser-
vant finding Rebecca, the future wife of Isaac, at the well of
Nahor; Jacob meeting Rachel at the well in Haran; and Moses
receiving Zipporah as wife after his rescue of the seven daughters
of Reuel at the well in Midian. And here, in John, Jesus has a
meeting with a woman at Jacob’s well in Samaria, that is, ancient
Israel. Schneiders goes on:

Jesus has already been identified at Cana as the true Bride-
groom who supplies wine for the wedding feast, and by John
the Baptist as the true Bridegroom to whom God has given the
New Israel as bride. Now, the new Bridegroom, who assumes
the role of Yahweh, bridegroom of ancient Israel, comes to
claim Samaria as an integral part of the New Israel ... (p.187)

Jesus as the Bridegroom of the New Israel, who pervades the
first part of the Fourth Gospel, is fundamental to Schneiders’s
presentation of the story. Moreover, if the scene symbolizes the
incorporation of Samaria into the New Israel, then the adultery/
idolatry symbolism of the prophetic literature is an apt vehicle for
discussion of the anomalous religious situation of Samaria
(p-190).

Also fundamental is the woman’s careful scrutiny of Jesus’
claims. ‘She wants to know where he stands on the issue of true
worship which, in Samaritan theology, is not only a prophetic
concern but specifically a messianic one’ (p.189). When the wo-
man suspects his messianic identity, Jesus confirms her intuition
with the Mosaic ‘I am’. Thus Jesus’ self- revelation as the new
prophet like Moses (not a new prophet like David, Schneiders
points out), vindicates the Samaritan claim to be spiritually a
legitimate part of the Chosen People and thus of the New Israel.

Jesus has pointed the way beyond the controversy between
Jews and Jerusalem on the one hand, and Samaritans and
Mount Gerizim on the other. Both are called to transcend their
particularistic traditions and to find their common identity in
Jesus who is the Truth. (p-190)



v

Finally, are there any conclusions we can draw from these
different approaches which might suggest an answer to the
question I raised at the beginning of this article: How do we read
the Bible?

I think these different approaches suggest that, while there are
multiple ways of interpreting the Bible, there is, perhaps, only
one spirit in which to read it—if, that is, we are to be converted by
it. If we believe that the Bible is the Word of God (however much
of a metaphor we may understand that expression to be), then we
will only be converted by it if we put ourselves under that Word;
if we allow it to speak to us when and how it chooses, without
forcing a sense from it, a meaning onto it, or depriving it of a
meaning not consonant with our culture. If the Word is to disclose
itself to us, we need to be very passive to it for, as the Letter to
the Hebrews tells us, ‘the Word of God is living and active,
sharper than any two-edged sword, piercing to the divisions of
soul and spirit, of joints and marrow, and discerning the thoughts
and intentions of the heart’ (4:12).

The verse, indeed, tells us how we ought not to read the Bible,
We ought not, it says, to be active in relation to the Word,
piercing it with a sword which does not properly belong to us. For
in regard to the Word we are all ‘women’, that is to say, we are
all to be pierced. If not, when humans pierce the Word they
crucify it. It is this understanding which makes me query the
application of feminist principles to the Bible. How ‘near’ then, is
the feminist perspective of my subtitle?

In Chapter Two of The Revelatory Text, Schneiders expounds
the importance and function of metaphor and shows what happens
when a metaphor is literalized, while later in the chapter she
similarly expounds the nature and meaning of symbol. Here she
writes: ‘The body, as a person’s way of being present, is a prime
instance of symbol’ (p.35). But these insights are not carried
through to her exposition of feminist principles in regard to the
Bible, neither is her claim that these principles are ‘rooted in
suspicion as we have learned it from the great molders of the
modern mind: Freud, Nietzsche, and Marx’ (p.182), borne out in
respect of Freud.
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The very great disservice feminism has rendered us so far is to
remove the categories ‘male’ and ‘female’ from the realm of
metaphor and symbol in scripture and language, and to urge on us
a rigid literalism in their regard which so compartmentalizes the
two halves of the human race that we are denied participation in
each other. If male and fémale symbolize two modes of being
they are, nevertheless, designed to be united in one, fleetingly at
the level of flesh, eternally at the level of spirit. But as symbols
they are also distinct, and what each symbolizes is to be read in
the physical structure of these two modes, one representing what
is external and active, the other representing what is internal and
passive. One could say that the power of the male resides in what
is visible while the power of the female resides in that which is
invisible. Attempts, therefore, to ‘raise women to visibility’ (one
of Schneiders’s sections, p.185), should at the level of symbol be
regarded with precisely the suspicion we ought to have learnt
from Freud.

But only at the level of symbol. At the level of interpretation—
which, in practice, means all the attitudes formed by
misinterpretation—there remains a huge mountain to be shifted,
and it is vital that intelligent and privileged women of the West,
like Sandra Schneiders, should be committed to this task on
behalf of the unprivileged women of the world. But the task will
founder if those undertaking it similarly misinterpret the Bible.
And the Bible is misinterpreted if it is read as ‘historical’.
Schneiders is particularly interesting on the limitations of
historical criticism but, again, she has failed to apply her insights
to those seven pages of féminist principles, which are formulated
within a strait-jacket of historical criticism.

Nevertheless, my reading, first of Stephen Moore’s article and
then of Sandra Schneiders’s book, has undoubtedly raised my
feminist consciousness by several degrees, and although some
readers might think the ‘near’ of my subtitle is rather ‘far’, I hope
that an emerging sympathy with the question of feminist critique
can be clearly detected in these pages on the treatment of the
Woman at the Well.
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FAITH (AND HOPE, AND LOVE) IN THE CITY
SISTER CATHERINE SLG

IT’S ALMOST ten years since the publication of Faith in the
City, the report of the Archbishop of Canterbury’s Commission
on Urban Priority Areas. Doubtless there will be re-evaluations of
its recommendations, reports and analyses of what has been
achieved, lots of statistics: all necessary if what is said is to have
any chance of influencing the policies of national and local
government, and of the Church to which the report was addressed.
But necessary as facts and analysis are, pictures and stories have
more power to reach the heart and lodge there.

Turn right outside St Botolph’s Aldgate. A short walk will take
you past polished Head Offices with window boxes bought by the
metre, to the Bank of England and the Stock Exchange. So it’s a
City church, not an inner-city one?

Turn left instead of right, walk about the same distance—into
Tower Hamlets, one of the most impoverished boroughs in the
country, to Brick Lane and Vallance Road, passing garment
wholesalers and sweatshops and a large Salvation Army hostel.
The change is shockingly abrupt, although there is now no wall to
mark the City bounds, and the City is spreading. Fleet Street has
metastases in Canary Wharf and Wapping, where the secure and
glossy blocks of flats look across the road to unconverted ware-
houses and little shops which could join the set of EastEnders.
Can one church possibly belong to both worlds?

‘Without [the] gate’ is an evocative phrase, bringing to mind
Lazarus at the rich man’s gate (I picture him outside the gate rather
than inside); an appropriate association of ideas since this is a
church well known for work with the homeless. It provides the title
for Malcolm Johnson’s book, Outside the Gate: St Botolph’s and
Aldgate 950-1994, in which his eighteen years as Rector are set in
the context of the thousand years of the parish’s history.

The names of benefices sometimes encapsulate their story:
‘Bosbury Holy Trinity with Wellington Heath, Stretton Granison,
Ashperton and Canon Frome’, or ‘St Mary le Bow with St Pancras
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Soper Lane, All Hallows Honey Lane, All Hallows Bread Street, St
John the Evangelist Watling Street, St Augustine with St Faith
under St Paul’s, and St Mildred Bread Street with St Margaret
Moyses’, are history in a nutshell as well as poetry. ‘St Botolph
without Aldgate with Holy Trinity Minories’ does more than locate
the parish in the pages of the London street atlas or distinguish it
from other churches with the same dedication. It records a link with
an abbey of Poor Clares (Minoresses, hence ‘Minories’) and the
Augustinian priory of Holy Trinity, with their tradition of hospital-
ity. The significance of the link is made clear in a sermon at the end
of the book which refers to the Benedictine Rule followed by St
Botolph and to the Good News about God which it embodies: ‘Let
all guests who arrive be received like Christ ...".

This book is not at all like the church guides of which we used
to bring home a little heap from summer holidays when I was a
child. They would say a lot about the building and its furnishings
but refer to people, if at all, by listing the incumbents from the
Conquest and a few notable parishioners and benefactors, all dead
and buried. Although Outside the Gate is divided into two main
sections, entitled ‘History’ and ‘Challenges to the Church’, there is
a good deal of the present (or at any rate the very recent past) in
every chapter. The record of parish priests from 1108 is there, but
preceded by an impressive list of all who were on the staff in March
1994. There are nearly forty names, and their positions cover every-
thing from Finance Manager for St Botolph’s Project (the parish’s
work with the homeless) and Cleaner, to Organist and Community
Theologian. Though all ordained ministers are theologians of and
for the community they serve, it is generally thought that ‘theology’
is done in the book-lined study of a university don. This theologian,
Ken Leech, has a study lined with books, and quotes from an
astonishing range of them in his own writings, but the study is in a
flat in Whitechapel, and the theology he does always has for its
context his work in Tower Hamlets, with drug users, with young
people, with the Muslim community, and in race relations.

Attention to the church’s living stones implies no contempt for
the building. This provides shelter (places to sit that are warm and
dry and free are not all that numerous whether you turn right or left
outside St Botolph’s), and a meeting place for the people who come
to the church, putting them in touch with one another and with their
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forebears in the faith who sat on the same squeaky pews and sang
with the same organ. Beneath the extraordinary ceiling with its
angels and heraldic shields and laurel swags (it is hard to believe
that this was designed by J. F. Bentley, the architect of Westminster
Cathedral!) is a gallery not often needed for the congregation. For
much of the year it is stacked with tins of baked beans and soup,
cartons of teabags, biscuits and other stores given as Harvest
Festival offerings by schools and parishes for the Crypt.

The building is also notable for the modern art it contains: the
engraved glass of the west doors, and of the panels which enclose
the Chapel of Peace, Thetis Blacker’s batik reredos inspired by the
vision of the Holy City in Revelation, the sculpture, Sanctuary, by
Naomi Blake in the churchyard. Temporary exhibitions are also
arranged and become part of the worship as much as do the perma-
nent fittings.

It might be tempting to suppose that because St Botolph’s is
placed between rich City and poor Urban Priority Area, its
charitable work consists of channelling money from one to the
other. A lot of money is channelled, and time and skills too. The
chanrnelling doesn’t happen effortlessly but because of the Rector’s
ability to beg: he did it to such good effect that the entire cost of
producing Outside the Gate, a handsome and substantial book, was
underwritten by members of the Aldgate Business Council, which
means that all proceeds from selling it go to the St Botolph’s
Centre. That in itself is a complex pattern of giving and receiving,
since some of the firms have placed advertisements in the book,
Stepney Books, a community publishing group, could produce it
with less worry than they might otherwise have had, and those who
buy the book whether they are motivated by curiosity or philan-
thropy, are helping a good cause.

In the chapter entitled ‘Homelessness’, Malcolm Johnson quotes
from a leaflet in question and answer form. “Who are the helped?—
business men, housewives, students and others. Who are the
helpers?-mainly middle aged men of whom many have a drink
problem or history of mental illness and violence’. I wonder if this
transposition of answers contains a little truth. Might the distinction
between helpers and helped be somewhat fuzzy? Some of the Crypt
volunteers find an escape from self-pity and isolation, or precious
insight into what homelessness means, and how it is not necessarily
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the same as having no roof over your head, and happens to people
not so very different from themselves. Their reward is to hear what
the Son of Man says to them, ‘Come, you whom my Father has
blessed: I was hungry and you gave me something to eat, I was
naked and you clothed me, I was a stranger and you invited me
in...” (I was dirty and you washed me, confused and you listened to
me, angry and you didn’t back off ...).

It is easy enough to see how the parable of the Sheep and the
Goats might relate to installing showers and washing machines, to
providing soup and sandwiches and socks, to setting up hostels and
housing schemes, to campaigning for social and economic justice.
The connection may not be quite so obvious with another ministry
for which St Botolph’s is well known, the pastoral care of homo-
sexuals. Malcolm Johnson’s appointment as Rector of St Botolph’s
came about because of his concern that the churches were perceived
as being hostile to gay men and women. Stemming from this, and
in response to Christians among them who were unable or
unwilling to keep their sexuality secret and separate from their
faith, he held services and meetings as a way of welcoming in the
Church of England those who were beginning to form separate
churches of their own. Two chapters are devoted to this ministry,
one of them recounting in detail the unedifying story of how in
1988 the Lesbian and Gay Christian Movement was made to leave
a room in the church tower which had been their headquarters. I
found myself wishing that this episode had been referred to more
briefly. It clearly still has a bitter taste for those involved, though
for the merely curious it is no more than one of a steady stream of
newspaper stories spotlighting ‘rows’ and ‘scandals’ about sex and
the church. But the lesson has not been learnt that all are losers
when such matters are brought to court, where it is often shown that
the connection between church legislation and justice and the
Gospel has become dangerously weak.

Those who consider it self-evident that for Christians, and
especially for those in ordained ministry, the choice is between
celibacy and marriage, might be reminded that Thomas Cranmer
had to keep his marriage secret from 1532 until 1549 because it was
illegal for a priest to be married: for a time, both partners could be
hanged if they cohabited. He could, at least to begin with, have let
people suppose that Mrs Cranmer was his mistress, which would
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have been condoned. Instead he carried her round concealed in a
chest, and sent her to live abroad for several years. There is, too,
Queen Elizabeth’s famous put-down of the wife of another Arch-
bishop of Canterbury: ‘Madam I may not call you; mistress I am
ashamed to call you; and so I know not what to call you ...". How
well would the marriages of present day bishops and archdeacons
survive such tensions?

It is easy, from suburban Oxford, for me to be glib or senti-
mental about the East End, to make St Botolph’s the religious
equivalent of Thames-side pubs, Jack the Ripper and the Kray
twins. Outside the Gate is a very parochial book, albeit about a very
unparochial parish: what is the connection with Fairacres? We have
in fact a number of close links with St Botolph’s. Our friend and
neighbour in his retirement, Bishop George Appleton, was formerly
Rector. It was he who began the work of the Crypt, and also inter-
faith dialogue, another important aspect of the parish’s ministry.
Some present members of the parish are associated with SLG, and
when I spent part of a time on leave of absence living in nearby
Spitalfields I was welcomed as a worshipper, learning that although
people may be marginalised or indeed place themselves at the edge,
there is no such thing as a marginal person.

Because of the places we have come from and passed through,
and the people who have found their way to SLG, whether in per-
son or by the written word, we have the gift of a sense of special
relatedness with an extraordinary range of communities and groups.
As I"ve been writing this we have been reading in refectory Tim
Gorringe’s fine biography of Alan Ecclestone. The same themes
can be found there, developed in quite different ways: a thirst for
justice, truth and righteousness, the building of community, what it
means to be the church for the world. We will soon be learning
what these mean in the setting of the Hokianga, a rural district of
New Zealand. There, as here, and wherever we go, we will be
helped by what is being done by other members of the body of
Christ in Lesotho and Leighton Buzzard, Cairo, Kiev and
California, Coventry and the Solomon Islands.

The world is sometimes heard telling the Church where it goes
wrong. Its faith looks to a remote, irrelevant, mythic past; to Noah,
Abraham, Moses, Ruth, Jeremiah; to the life and death and resur-
rection of a vagrant preacher-wonderworker in the Middle East
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long ago. Its hope seems to be directed to an infinitely remote
future bliss, to a shining city planted with ever-fruitful trees, to an
unverifiable eternity of peace and rest and joy. Its love is taken for
amateurish social work, or misguided meddling in politics, or a
petty and ingrown liking for Victorian buildings and Tudor
language—probably all of those simultaneously.

At Sister Jane’s memorial service we sang Peter Abelard’s hymn
‘O what their joy and their glory must be’. It’s not the first time it
has been quoted in the Chronicle:

Now in the meanwhile with hearts raised on high,
We for that country must yearn and must sigh,
Seeking Jerusalem, dear native land,

Through our long exile on Babylon’s strand.

For ourselves, yes, we yearn and sigh, but on behalf of others we
may need to do more. We may be asked-to work and to suffer; we
are called to pray for those who work and suffer, and give thanks
for them and encourage them. We have the task of holding together
things that tend to fly or drift apart: soup and psalmody, politics
and solitude, poetry and floorcloths. None of us can do it all; we
who also tend to fly or drift apart have to come together as com-
munities of some kind.

Let us go forth to Jesus outside the camp, and bear the abuse he
endured. For here we have no lasting city, but we seek the city
which is to come. Through him then let us continually offer up a
sacrifice of praise to God ... Do not neglect to do good and to
share what you have, for such sacrifices are pleasing to God.
(Hebrews 13:13-16)

Outside the Gate: St Botolph’s and Aldgate 950-1994 by Malcolm
Johnson, was published in 1994 by Stepney Books Publications,
and copies may be obtained from them at 19 Tomlins Grove,
LONDON E3 4NX, priced £8.95 (postage and packing extra).

Alan Ecclestone: Priest as Revolutionary by Tim Gorringe, was
also published in 1994, and can be obtained from Cairns Publica-
tions, 47 Firth Park Avenue, SHEFFIELD, S5 6HF. The paperback
edition costs £10.95 (postage and packing extra).
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BOOKS

IONA, THE EARLIEST POETRY OF A CELTIC MONASTERY by
Thomas Owen Clancy and Gilbert Markus. Edinburgh University
Press, 1995, £12.95.

Two friends of mine and of Fairacres, Donald Allchin and James
Coutts, rang me up on successive days to share with me their ex-
citement on the publication of this book. I lost no time in finding
my own copy and within minutes of buying it in Blackwells I was
reading it, sitting in the sun in front of the Sheldonian Theatre, re-
joicing that I could enjoy these lyrical and energising texts in the
open air and not in the confines of an academic institution. Some I
had already pursued into the life-denying depths of the British
Museum Reading Room, but they are not meant to be read indoors,
in a dead library, but to be shouted aloud, to be prayed, to be lived
with.

What we are given here is a number of long poems associated
with the early monastic life of Iona, particularly with St Columba
himself, together with a careful and illuminating commentary, foot-
notes and references, and a valuable critical historical assessment.
This is really serious scholarship and a great relief after so much
superficial and irresponsible writing pouring out of many
publishing houses as the current excitement for all things Celtic
continues to escalate with uncritical enthusiasm. The way in which
the authors put the writing into context gives us much that is useful,
not least their insistence on challenging the popular assumption that
this was a creation-centred world of a facile optimism. They dem-
onstrate that this was a world in which the forces of the dark were
an inescapable reality.

Much of the poetry has the best of Celtic qualities: it is precise,
immediate, and yet deeply imaginative. It gives one lines that arrest
and stay in the memory, images that are original and moving. An
eighth-century hymn to our Lady, Cantemus in omni die, 1 take as a
typical example of the riches that this book can yield. This is not
the devotion to our Lady of Sorrows, Mary at the foot of the cross,
focusing on the death and passion of Christ, but Mary the God-
bearer, at the centre of the mystery of the Incamation. Moreover,
since this is monastic, rather than personal and private, devotion it
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is written as a chorus of mutual exhortation: ‘Let us sing! Let us
praise Mary!” The communion with Mary is achieved through
communion with one another, bringing us back again to theme of
the corporate and shared spirituality of the Celtic world. It is so
vital a corrective to the increasing individualism which sometimes
seems to bring spirituality very close to psychotherapy. Many
images common throughout the Church at this period are to be
found here-the bosom of the Father paralleled with the womb of
Mary, the world betrayed by one woman and restored by another,
and so on. But describing Christ as the pearl, so that Mary becomes,
in effect, the oyster, is original:

She conceived the pearl
—they are not empty dreams—
for which sensible Christians
have sold all they have.

She has brought forth not only Christ but also the Kingdom of
Heaven for whom all Christians must be prepared to lose every-
thing. This reminds us of the Celtic understanding of peregrinatio,
with its underlying theology of dispossession, leaving home, fam-
ily, wealth and abandoning all to seek salvation.

As one would expect, it is the creation celebrations that are
amongst the most splendid material, and the long alphabetical
poem, the Altus Prosator of St Columba, is probably the chief in-
terest of the book. The following verse gave me particular pleasure,
not least for the significance of its final four words.

The Most High, planning the frame and harmony of the world,

had made heaven and earth, had fashioned the sea and the

waters,
and also shoots of grass, the little trees of the woods,

birds, fish and cattle, beasts and living creatures,

and finally the first-formed man, to rule with prophecy.

This book allows us a valuable first-hand encounter with material
that remains vivid, immediate, prayer-filled, ageless.
ESTHER DE WAAL
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THE WORD IN THE DESERT by Douglas Burton-Christie. Oxford
University Press, 1994, £19.95

We have all had the experience of hearing someone talk about a
dear friend or loved one whom we know well and whom in many
ways we take for granted. Suddenly that person becomes a stranger,
someone to be regarded from a distance, either rather suspiciously
or with new perceptions of special gifts and qualities. It can be a
disconcerting experience, or an enriching one if we are prepared to
add our changed perceptions to the eye of love and experience. For
anyone who has used The Sayings of the Desert Fathers for prayer
and study, The Word in the Desert has something of the same ef-
fect. With its extensive notes and bibliography it is a scholarly
work which assumes a fairly intimate knowledge of the text on
which it is commenting, written by someone in sympathy with the
monastic desert tradition, but not of it. Hence it has a certain
objectivity of regard, while providing a careful exegesis of the text
which can enhance a reading of the Sayings.

The subtitle of the book, ‘Scripture and the Quest for Holiness
in Early Christian Monasticism’, gives a comprehensive synopsis
of the content. The author examines both the use of Scripture and
the content of desert asceticism, first in its cultural setting, then in
the lives of the monks whose sayings are recorded in the Apoph-
thegmata. The pagan understanding of holiness and the use of the
mind differed markedly from the Christian. To the former,
education, particularly a philosophical education, was the necessary
prelude to a life of asceticism and reforming of the perceptions. It is
useful to have the differences so well described and articulated
here. On the other hand, Christianity and Christian monasticism
were a possibility for all classes of society.

... the monastic quest for holiness was consciously portrayed in
opposition to the models presented by the pagan world. ... they
reflect a generally negative attitude toward the importance of
culture and learning in the pursuit of holiness. Contrary to the
opinion held by most pagan philosophers of this period, the
monks believed it was not only possible for the simplest of
human beings to seek holiness, but that this simplicity was now
something to which even the learned aspired.
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Burton-Christie then moves to an exhaustive investigation of the
use of Scripture by the monks. He could have spent more time here
explaining the structure of the monastic communities, the rhythm of
the life, and the place of Scripture in their liturgical life. It is taken
for granted that all these elements were present, and perhaps for a
knowledgeable reader further explanation is unnecessary. But as
Sayings themselves assume them it is difficult to reconstruct these
essential structures of monasticism from the source. However, there
is no doubt that he makes the point that Scripture, particularly the
mulling over of the word of God in their cells, was central to their
prayer, indeed the primary way of discovering both the will of God
and the way to live in and for Christ. With this recognition went an
ambivalence about the possession of books; there was a suspicion
that

... although the sacred book was highly esteemed and was a cen-
tral part of the life of the desert, ... the Word could too easily be-
come a reified object of veneration or a ‘collector’s item,” whose
power was scarcely felt, and whose meaning was too little
grasped ... This suspicion reflects a recognition on the part of the
desert fathers that the Word is a living, dynamic force. It also
reflects their desire to grapple with the meaning of Scripture and
to appropriate that meaning as far as possible in their lives.

Not a new thing under the sun!

‘Hermeneutics’, the science of the methods of the right interpreta-
tion of Scripture, is a word used frequently in the first section. In
his study Burton-Christie ably shows that, then as now, Scripture
was widely interpreted, but always with the aim of deepening con-
version to Christ. Some of his own interpreptations of the particular
responses given by the elders to questions seem somewhat
convoluted, but on the whole they contribute to a deeper un-
derstanding of the pithy sayings. The strength of this book lies in
the application of the discussion in the first five chapters to the
Apophthegmata themselves, which is the purpose of the last
section, ‘The Word Realized’.

For those who are neither monastics nor solitaries it is not easy
to comprehend the call of these men and women to the disposses-
sion which life in the desert demanded. So the chapters on ‘The
Humble Way of Christ’” and ‘The Commandment to Love’ are an
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antidote to the suspicion that they were mad or escapist.

[The monks] saw the sacred texts as projecting worlds of possi-
ble meaning that they were called upon to enter. To ruminate on
Scripture was to embark upon a deeply personal drama that the
monks referred to as purity of heart. Interpretation of Scripture in
this context meant allowing the text to strip away accumulated
layers of self-deception, self-hatred, fear, and insecurity that
were exposed in the desert solitude and in the tension of human
interaction. It also meant opening oneself to the new possibilities
of meaning offered by these texts, realizing this meaning within
oneself, and being transformed by this realization.

The way put before us in the Gospel is not complex (‘Follow me’),
but our response is, and we need these elders, with their varied in-
terpretations of the Word, to guide us into the way of holiness. The
Word in the Desert should be read in conjunction with the Sayings
to extract the full value of Burton-Christie’s book. But that it is an
excellent contribution towards increasing our understanding of the
desert tradition there is no doubt.

SISTER CHRISTINE SLG

The Sayings of the Desert Fathers, translated by Benedicta Ward, is avail-
able from SLG Press, cost £10.00. For those who prefer a short introduc-
tion to the desert wradition we suggest The Desert of the Heart, Daily
Readings with the Desert Fathers, edited by Benedicta Ward, cost £2.50.

SHORT NOTICES

OLIVER TOMKINS BY HIS FRIENDS, edited by Monica Cleasby.
Available from the Editor, Low Barth, Dent, Sedbergh, Cumbria,
LA10 S5Z, £8.50.

Bishop Oliver Tomkins was a pioneer in the ecumenical movement,
and influential in the contemporary Church. This collection of
sketches by family and friends reveals a man of wide interests and
affections. It is a prelude to the official biography in preparation by
Adrian Hastings.
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LITURGY-EXPERIENCE by Varghese Pathikulangara CML
Available from Denha Services, Vidyanagar, Kottayam 686 018,
Kerala, India, Rs 20.00.

The Syro-Malabar Church has for some years been publishing
handbooks in both English and Malayalam, for educational
purposes, several of them written by this author, a noted liturgist.
This book reflects his wide knowledge of both the history of liturgy
and of its purpose in building up the spiritual life of the Church.

BOOKS RECEIVED

Contours of God From Old Testament Stories by Anthony Hulbert.
Canterbury Press, £5.95.

Towards a Renewed Priesthood by Arthur Middleton. Gracewing, £9.99.
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FLG RETREAT

13-15 October 1995

BISHOP WOODFORD HOUSE, ELY
Conducted by Father Alan Grainge SSJE

Cost: £49 VAT Inclusive

(We regret that the full cost must be charged
on cancellations made after October 2)

Please book through
the Secretary of the Fellowship

Miss Joan Spittal
27 The Lanes
Bampton
Oxon. OX18 2JG
Telephone: 01993 851392
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SLG and ASSOCIATES

NEW MEMBERS

COMPANIONS

Mrs Maisie Orr, 60 Eyre Place, Edinburgh, EH3 SEJ.
Mrs Debbie Davies, 48 Bickerton Road, Headington, Oxford, OX3 7LS.

PRIEST ASSOCIATE

Revd John Pragnell, The Vicarage, Pine Ridge, Romsey Road, Cadnam,
Southampton SO40 2NN.

RILP

Revd Halsey Colchester, Southrop House, Hook Norton, Banbury, Oxon.,
0OX15 5PP (Priest Associate).

Mrs Diana Bazalgette, Rother Cliff, Point Hill, Rye, E. Sussex, TN31 7NP
(FLG).

Mrs Alma Corry, 15 Windsor Court, Westbury Lodge Close, Pinner,
Middlesex, HAS 3XL (FLG).

Anna Dimascio, 15 Lorraine Gardens, St Clements Hill, Norwich,
NR3 4DH (FLG)
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