


SLG AND ASSOCIATES 

NEW MEMBERS 

PRIEST ASSOCIATE 

The Revd Michael Moorhead, The Vicarage, 3 Station Road Harlesden, 
LONDON, NWl0 4UJ. 

FLG 

Elizabeth Koole, April Cottage, Shepherds Patch, SLIMBRIDGE, Glos. 
GL2 7BP. 

R.l.P. 

Miss Joan Funnell, Burney House, 44 Queen's Gate Terrace, LONDON, 
SW7 5PJ (Companion). 

Miss Mary Warren, 28 Perrins House, Moorland Road, MALVERN, 
Worcs., WR14 2TZ (Companion). 

Mrs Mary Johnson, 33 Badby Road West, DAVENTRY, Northants, 
NNl 1 4HJ (FLG) 



l was reminded of this book the other day, when I saw the film
Dead Man Walking. Sister Mary Prejean befriends a convicted 
murderer on death row-surely a terminal condition-as death 
approaches. The experienced and cynical prison chaplain explains 
that her only job is to bring the man back to the Sacraments of the 
Church. Instead she can only run with a convict' s exploring of his 
own past, his faults, denial of responsibilities, and consequent 
suffering. Yet she loses no opportunity to reflect with him on the 
theological insights of Holy Scripture and her own personal 
spirituality. 

Overall this seems a very holistic book, exploring ways of help­
ing the patient and others find wholeness within their personal 
experiences and within the pattern of human life. Usually there 
are no answers, nor solutions. But often it seems there are ways of 
using a dynamic theology to make some connections between 
previous good health and the onset of illness or death. 

ANDREW DUNFORD 

Andrew Dunford is a General Practitioner in the National Health 
Service in the East End of London. 
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COMMUNITY NOTES 

As we drew up the agenda for this year's Chapter, a regular item 
omitted last year came up for reconsideration: should we have 
reports from each of our houses? Preparing them is laborious, so 
what would be the purpose and what sort of content would we be 
looking for? The archivist made a plea for the value of reports for 
the record. We recalled the fun of hearing hilarious and memor­
able reports in previous years, the value of an overview of the 
Community, news of friends, just knowing what we've all been 
doing ... 'But surely, more than all this', said one Sister, 'it's a 
chance to see what God is doing in our Community.' 'Oh no!', 
came the rather riddling retort, 'not what God is doing, the atmos­
phere and special feel of each place is what we want.' 

Personally, I have been rather wondering what God has been 
doing in our Community recently. In previous elections for a new 
Reverend Mother the matter has been decided swiftly in a single 
ballot; this time we took three ballots to achieve an election, and 
were glad of the wise provisions in our Statutes for that eventu­
ality. It was not at all like a political election-no discussion of 
issues, no rival claims-but each result required us to search our 
hearts again, to stand at a point of vulnerability and exposure, 
trusting our own and each others' judgement. I had a sense of the 
Holy Spirit going with us several extra miles, and the Community 
as a whole passing through the needle's eye during that week. 
Now we are beginning to explore the territory on the other side, 
helped and supported by the prayer of so many beyond the Com­
munity (thank you all!), and unified by what we experienced 
together during that time after Whitsun. 

The ninth of June, when I was installed and blessed by the 
• Bishop of Oxford, was very much a Community day with a strong

sense of our unity, with the Sisters from Boxmoor and Bede
House here, and Oblate Sisters filling the visitors' chapel. As
Bishop Richard remarked, 'the Community was in a very good
mood.' In a further rite of passage we saw Sr Anne off to New
Zealand a little later that week, knowing how much we will miss
her, but glad too to give her, in so far as we can, space and time to
'just be' after such unstinting self-spending in the office of
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'and will follow you. Interior stripping is from the self to the Self. 
What is needed is to invite Christians to make this experience 
their own, in hope of a deepening contemplative awareness in the 
Church, that will make this an ecumenical experience-a pan­
cosmic experience of "passing beyond" that we need.' 

Discovering the Divine All in the mystery of India, he also 
realised what it was India was awaiting from the Church. He 
understood that India will not open herself completely to the 
Christian message until she can recognise the Church, the bearer 
of the message, as essentially the adorer of the mystery within, 
deeply recollected and one with the Word in the presence of the 
Father. 

Today's spiritual climate is open to a diversity which is able to 
include even what have been called 'non-Christian religions'. As 
Donald Nicholl says in his Foreword, there is a spontaneity and a 
simplicity in this book that are rare. There needs to be a sympathy 
with other spiritualities for the sake of a unity which we are 
beginning to envisage. A book written from the heart, as this one 
is, provides a scaffolding for more to be revealed and understood. 
It can get below the hard crust which separates, of which we may 
not even be aware. Abhishiktananda is a flaming personality, one 
who has the capacity to communicate his own convictions which 
can set the world alight. This is the book's usefulness to us all, in 
our own different ways and circumstances. The Swami says that 
a-dvaita takes us out of ourselves to bring us to our full potential. 
Is not that the deep meaning of the Resurrection, he asks: every­
thing dies, everything is reborn. A-dvaita should result in the total 
integration of body, soul and spirit, and in the integration of each 
one in the whole of humanity. Religion is a form of service, he 
affirms, not an end in itself; so the various world religions have a 
place, and the place of contemplation as source and foundation is 
more than ever essential, 

The bridging reconciliation of Christ makes this uncomfortable 
position worthwhile. The Holy Spirit is constructing an infinitely 
delicate network, if we are willing to accept it, useful and relevant 
for everyone. To find the Word, through whom everything has 
been made, mysteriously present in ways new to us which demand 
prayer, study, reflection and especially participation if they are to 
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knows and decrees just what will happen to both penitent or 
impenitent. Also, God is always creatively free, and can act 
in ways not even God has determined in advance, though 
clearly such acts will always be wise, good and perfectly 
controlled ... Indeed, God will ensure that, when human self­
will has run its course, the divine purpose for this planet will 
be fulfilled. 

Some such faith, some such proclamation that God is indeed 
God, is at the root of our life and enables the free and joyful sur­
render which we make to God in Profession. Then the first 
question put to the candidate, addressed to her by name, is, 'What 
do you desire?' To which she replies, 'I ask for the mercy of God 
and liberty to bind myself to him in this Community'. With great 
thankfulness, and renewing our intention with her, we heard 
Sister Judith of the Mercy of God pronounce these words, and the 
vows which follow, before the Church, the assembled community 
and her family and friends, when she made her Profession in First 
Vows on 3 July, the Feast of St Thomas. The words of Profession 
are strong words made by free people, claiming the liberty of the 
baptised, and witnessing to the demons of doubt and despair. 

During the week of the election, we welcomed Abbot Ephraim 
and two of his monks from Vatopaidi Monastery on Mount Athas, 
and their companions, for a brief visit to Fairacres. Abbot 
Ephraim did not know when he enjoined us to give complete 
obedience to our 'abbess' that, at that particular moment, we did 
not have one! He may have realised that that admonition, given as 
the final word that he wanted us to hear, would challenge us, and 
provoke mixed reactions in the minds of late twentieth century 
women. But it was not an isolated word. It came to us out of the 
living monastic tradition of the Holy Mountain and in the context 
of a no less firm injunction to pray without ceasing-even and 
especially in these islands where places of prayer are so little in 
evidence, and where our visitors perceived concern for material 
things so grossly eclipsing the spiritual. By contrast, the monks 
told of their island: how it was claimed long ago by the Mother of 
God, and how she herself, whose very flesh was Christ's, was 'the 
first monk'; how she continues to bless them with her presence, in 
miracles and the lives of holy men. They told us the pattern of 
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abnegation and humiliation, a life lived against nature. As the 
Principles of the Society of the Sacred Mission put it: 'Resolutely 
begin to account yourself at all times the least and most unworthy 
of all-in any work you have no claim to either gratitude or praise­
seek that work which is lowest and most servile, this you can 
nearly always most safely do.' In fact we could almost say of the 
Religious Life as a whole what Bradley says of the 1914-1918 
years, 'Never has the language of sacrifice been so nobly invoked 
or so shamefully abused. Few conflicts have been entered with 
such high ideals and ended so often in such total disillusionment'. 
With our eyes fixed unwaveringly on those ubiquitous crucifixes 
we aimed to become holy by becoming victims, choosing what we 
didn't want, and doing what we couldn't do, as if holiness was a 
heavenly attribute to be earned by sweat, rather than a fertile 
ground of new life for others. This whole era has passed away 
within the last few decades as our society has become more and 
more disenchanted with the whole sacrificial ethic, and the 
numbers of candidates for the Religious Life continues to decline. 
Because of both these factors, we in communities have been 
gradually replacing the old language of self-abnegation with a 
new vocabulary of self-fulfilment and self realisation so that the 
community life becomes geared mostly to the needs of its 
members. But if the Religious Life is not about sacrifice, it is 
about nothing at all, and this fate too has befallen some of us! 

High on the agenda of those who are praying and hoping for 
the recovery of the Religious Life in the Church and in the world 
must be the recovery of the true meaning of sacrifice and its 
power, and, to begin that recovery, this book would be an 
excellent aid. 

RALPH MARTIN SSM 
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DIVINE WISDOM 

A Homily by Richard, Bishop of Oxford 
on the Installation of Sister Rosemary 

as Reverend Mother 

The divine wisdom is with us. She has been, and she will be still. 
For God himself, in the person of his Holy Spirit, fills and 
permeates our life as a community, leading us ever deeper into his 
loving purpose. So we can have a deep assurance and trust in that 
wisdom and embrace the words of Proverbs 4:5, read this morn­
ing: 'She will place on your head a fair garland; she will bestow 
on you a beautiful crown'. These words are not for any one 
individual, but for the Community as a whole. For divine wisdom 
is a gift to the body, and works through all its members. She 
places a fair garland on the Community and a crown on our 
common life in Christ. 

Elections can be unsettling times. Some of the old certainties, 
the familiar assumptions, the things we have long taken for 
granted, suddenly seem shaken up, less certain. What does it all 
mean? Where are we going? An unsettling time with unsettling 
questions. But to go through and to handle a real election, one 
that is not a mere formality or a foregone conclusion, is a mark of 
maturity in a community. It is certainly comfortable to sit back 
and watch the mantle of Elijah being passed effortlessly on to an 
Elisha. But God doesn't always want things easy for us. He makes 
us struggle and agonise not only over who should receive the 
mantle, but what kind of mantle it should be. Not an easy process: 
but to go through it can be a kind of coming of age, a mark of 
maturity. And the divine wisdom remains with us. 

For Sister Rosemary especially, we pray for that gift of 
wisdom. Benedict deals with the appointment of an Abbot in 
Chapters 2 and 64 of his Rule, in words we hardly need reminding 
of, but which are nevertheless always good to hear. Put in terms 
of a convent they read: 'Let the Mother when appointed consider 
always what an office she has undertaken, and to whom she must 
render an account of her stewardship .... Let her always 'set mercy 
above judgement' so that she herself may obtain mercy .... Let her 
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BOOKS 

POWER OF SACRIFICE by Ian Bradley. Darton Longman 
and Todd, 1995, £11.95. 

The theme of this book, in the author's own words, is 'the power 
and the centrality of the principle of sacrifice which lies at the 
very heart of God and animates the entire created world'. 

Bradley however feels that sacrifice, like death, has become 
one of the great taboo words of the twentieth century; it is seldom 
mentioned now in sermons, and never to candidates for ordination 
or for the Religious Life. In our culture self-surrender and letting 
go are taken as signs of weakness not strength. What we value is 
freedom of choice and the individual's right to self-fulfilment. If 
ever we fail to find ourselves in perfect contentment, our remedy 
is an unremitting self-scrutiny, searching out those events or 
persons that have impaired our full development. Where such 
views prevail, the language of sacrifice is obsolete, archaic, part 
of the litter left behind by history. 

Having posed the problem, Bradley tackles it by an examina­
tion of what sacrifice truly is, not just as it has been understood in 
the Christian world through the centuries up to our .own day, but 
also in Hinduism, Judaism, in primal religions, and in nature 
itself. The last is considered in a fascinating chapter on 'Unselfish 
Genes and Suicidal Cells'. 

Sacrifice is not something we do in order to appease or recon­
cile an angry God. God is not the object of sacrifice, he is the 
subject. What God always does is to limit himself to give us space 
to be, to surrender himself to allow us freedom, and to sacrifice 
himself for our redemption. This self-giving, self-limiting which 
is the source of life for others is God's most essential characteris­
tic and is, therefore, a universal principle to be found everywhere 
in the plant and animal world, but in its clearest form in the story 
of the peoples. Sacrifice is not to be understood as a single 
moment of death and destruction. It is rather a dynamic movement 
of life-into-death-into-life-for-others. If we confine sacrifice to 
crucifixion, we confine it to self-destruction and humiliation; 
admirable maybe, but of only doubtful use to others. On the 
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The Spirit of God was at the tiller of Abba Arsenius's boat. The 
way of solitude, of silence, is a way to God. In the other boat 
there was a heavenly party. Conviviality is also a way to God. 
Two boats but both on the one river, making the same journey. 

So we can have a deep assurance and trust in the divine 
wisdom which comes out of the mouth of the Most High, but who 
is at the same time the deepest wisdom, the deepest truth, the 
deepest love within our community life, working through all our 
exchanges and interchanges. This is the wisdom which, as the 
Great 'O' antiphon of Advent puts it: 'reachest from one end to 
another, mightily and sweetly ordering all things'. We put our 
trust today in that divine wisdom, and rejoice in the promise that 
she will put on our Community 'a fair garland and a beautiful 
crown'. 

The Right Reverend Richard Harries is Visitor of the Community. 
Sister Rosemary was blessed and installed as Mother at Fairacres 
on 9 June. 
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idea that goes directly back to Our Lord and his disciples. There 
have always been such groups. They belong to no person or 
organisation, but to the Holy Spirit. Historically, each such group 
has dwindled away, but the Holy Spirit has not. Thus the group 
that my grandfather formed is still in existence today, but 
inevitably dwindling in its earthly manifestation. For that reason 
it may be that the Road Book should now be published in some 
limited way. 

The life of The Road is only for the very few. It is a gigantic, 
all-embracing commitment to a life of prayer and obedience that 
is almost impossible for most of us to undertake. The vast major­
ity of people who committed themselves to follow The Road were 
and are people in and of the world. Most often they do not know 
each other, but they know of each other because they are linked in 
prayer. Through them the Holy Spirit can do wondrous things. 

The mystical life of The Road, the more practical life of The 
Way. It's all rather awesome, isn't it? Are these things really 
meant to apply to us? Or are they just for the mystical few, the 
people who have the luxury of being able to contemplate these 
things from outside the hurly-burly of life? My grandfather was 
never far from the hurly-burly of life, yet he believed that every 
one of us, whoever we are, wherever we are, has time and has 
desire. Those are the gifts we have to give back to God and we 
can only begin to do so in prayer. 

Consider his own life: he was born in 1 8  8 1 ,  died in 1 962. He 
lived through the greatest upheavals in human experience, incred­
ible advances, terrifying cataclysms. Reading his diary, which he 
kept retrospectively, you can see it all, from the uncertainties 
occasioned by Queen Victoria' s  death in 1901 to the horrors of 
the Holocaust and unveiling of the atomic bomb in 1 945. His faith 
in human beings may often have faltered, but never his faith in 
God. Sometimes, it is true, his diary leaves the reader slightly 
confused about what is progress and what is regression. A single, 
terse entry for 1930 reads as follows: 

I first rode in a motor car in June, 1 906. I first flew in an 
aeroplane in October, 1 928. I started using the Revised 
Prayer Book in January, 1 929. 
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In many way acclimatisation has been made easier because we 
bring with us a well-tried pattern of life. It has been good to find 
the days taking on a recognisable shape as we have established 
our regular hours of prayer, both corporate and solitary. We have 
now built up a sixfold Office during the day which includes 
unchanged the two Offices prayed so faithfully over the years by 
Clem. For the Eucharist we can only really rely on the Sunday 
celebration at our local church, with an occasional midweek 
celebration here at St Isaac' s. This is quite a new rhythm for us, 
bringing its own hunger, but it seems to be right for the place and 
the time and to carry its own special blessing. We are very grate­
ful to have been allowed the Reserved Sacrament in the chapel 
since May, which makes a big difference. Of course, Holy Week 
and Easter were very significant for us, being both our first at St 
Isaac's  and our first in the southern hemisphere. So it was particu­
larly good to be able to have all the ceremonies, from a wet Palm 
Sunday right through to the new fire of Easter, 'very early in the 
morning.' It is one of the great blessings of our life to be able to 
express the deep truths of the Christian faith through liturgy , and 
it seems that the strength and majesty of the land welcome it. 
There is a reciprocal rootedness. 

Between Christmas and Easter we had the opportunity of meet­
ing many from this country and elsewhere who encouraged us 
with their interest in our life and the assurance of their prayers. It 
is good to know that we have a link with several of our bishops 
and their dioceses. Three bishops and their wives have visited us 
and we were able to show them round and share our hopes for the 
future. Locally we have the support of our Maori pastorate and 
church, as well as our neighbours, many of whom have known 
Clem for many years. Father Gregory CSWG spent three nights 
here while he was visiting New Zealand, and this was a real link 
with England, as our two communities have close ties. He also 
celebrated the Eucharist in Clem' s new cottage and blessed it. In 
May Wendy and Derek Hardy, Sr Margaret Theresa' s  sister and 
brother-in-law, visited us during their week in New Zealand, and 
it was a joy to entertain them. They made a video of our setting to 
give our Sisters a fuller picture of our life here, and we are 
grateful for their generosity and kindness. 
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London where he had acquired a reputation as a preacher for 
missions in the late 40s and early 50s, when parish missions were 
much in fashion. He was fed up with leading missions, so during a 
carefully rehearsed interview with my grandfather he sought 
agreement that he ought to have more rest and recreation in his 
life, and this surely meant that he should give up taking missions. 
Absolutely, my grandfather agreed, with a twinkle in his eye. 
Imagine the priest's horror when, less than a month later, he 
received a letter from the Rector of Farncombe. Farncombe, it 
said, was going to have a parish mission, and Father Somerset­
Ward had recommended that this priest should be asked to lead it. 
He felt he had no option but to lead it, and he admitted that he got 
the message loud and clear on the opening night when he gave his 
first address to a packed church, with my grandfather sitting in the 
very front pew, grinning like the Cheshire cat. 

Incidentally seeing him in church was something of an event. 
He rarely went to services. He had a chapel in his own house and 
spent many hours of every day there on his knees, but he avoided 
churches. Nor was he much good at liturgy. My father once told 
me that he severely doubted whether my baptism, administered by 
my grandfather, was truly valid, so muddled had the service been. 

If prayer, rest and work were the priorities of The Way, then 
my grandfather also understood that, for each one of us, there 
were hindrances in our paths, hindrances to our contact with God. 
Principally they were sin and fear. Sin was a choice made by free 
will, and it sprang almost incessantly from the dominance of self­
love in the soul. The remedy must be repentance. But he believed 
that fear was almost as great a hindrance as sin, fear of many 
kinds, both mental and physical, and, for many of us, fear of the 
next world or of our ability to attain it. By grandfather had one 
terrible fear with which he battled all his life, that of claustro­
phobia, and another he used to talk about at the end of his life, the 
humiliations of old age. 'Our main task, '  he said, 'is to exercise 
faith in the face of fear.' 

I have said enough about The Way to give you an idea of the 
practical rule of life that he taught, a rule that was centred around 
prayer, or it was nothing. As a body of teaching it is contained in 
that series of books by the anonymous 'Author of the Way',  as 
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goodness for the past and his sustaining grace over the years; an 
we eagerly anticipate all that he will do in the future. 'For all that 
has been-Thanks. For all that shall be-Yes.' 

St Isaac's Retreat 
June 1996 
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A MODERN MARTYRDOM 
The Seven Trappist Monks ofTibhirine 

On 26 March seven monks from the monastery of Notre Dame de 
l'Atlas in Algeria were abducted by a guerrilla group, the Armed 
Islamic Group, who held them hostage in an attempt to bargain 
with the French government for the release of Algerian terrorists 
held prisoner in France. When France refused to negotiate, the 
guerrillas beheaded the monks on 21 May. 

We are grateful to Dom Armand Veilleux, the Procurator 
General of the Cistercian Order, for allowing us to reproduce the 
documents in this article. We also thank the monks of Mount St 
Bernard Abbey, Leicestershire, for sending the translation of the 
'Testament' of Father Christian de Cherge and for keeping us 
informed of events as they unfolded. 

The following background history to the abduction was written 
by Dom Armand shortly after he received the news. 

The night of Christmas 1993 was for the community of Notre 
Dame de l' Atlas in Tibhirine a decisive moment, and above all 
one of great spiritual intensity. Let us first examine the context. 
At the beginning of 1992 the interruption of the electoral process 
had led Algeria to a very volatile situation, with the suppression 
of the Islamic Salvation Front (FIS) as a political party, the 
imprisonment of its leader, and, later the formation of several 
armed groups, in particular the Armed Islamic Group (GIA). On 
14 December 1993 twelve Croatian Catholics known to the monks 
had had their throats cut at Tamesguida, a few kilometres from 
the monastery. 

It was in this context that a few days later, on the evening of 24 
December 1993, after the evening meal, a group of six armed 
Islamists presented themselves at the monastery. The leader of the 
group, Emir Sayah Attiya, was known as a terrorist of redoubtable 
violence. He was responsible for the death of the Croatians and, 
according to the security forces, had cut the throats of 145 
persons. His exchange with Fr Christian, Superior of the com­
munity at Tibhirine, was extraordinary. Fr Christian, appealing to 
the Koran, told him that the monastery was a place of prayer 
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available to us all, certainly, but it is a way that is necessarily 
suited only to a few. God often works powerfully through those 
few. This differentiation between the Way and the Mystical Way 
is important. 

Since most of us belong to the many rather than the few, let me 
say something first about his teaching of the Way for us. It is the 
way to Jesus Christ, but it was a way, he maintained, which is 
impossible for us to follow as flawed and weak human beings, 
unless we can make use of an outside power. And that power is 
the Holy Spirit. To make use of it in order to be powered by it we 
must surrender to it. That is the hardest thing of all. But we have 
two things we can offer to God, our time and our desire. So we 
must devise a rule of life in which we offer those two things to 
God. In a letter he sought to define some priorities for such a rule, 
and you may be surprised by the order of the priorities: 

Your main duty in this world is to get the best out of your 
body, mind and soul with which God has endowed you. You 
endanger this duty whenever you give up the right priorities 
that govern the spiritual life. The first priority is prayer, by 
which the soul has contact with God, and receives the life 
which alone gives lasting value to all that is done in this life. 
The second priority is rest and recreation without which the 
body cannot be kept fit for God's service ... The third 
priority is the work He gives you to do for His glory and 
purpose ... If you get these priorities out of their right order, 
God loses (and incidentally, you suffer). In different lives, 
these priorities have different measures of time, but never of 
order. 

It may seem strange that he placed rest and recreation above 
work, but he believed it profoundly and it was clear in his own 
life. Enormously hard though he worked (and he assumed by 
implication that everyone he advised did so as well), it was at 
times when he was busy in his carpentry shop or at his book­
binding that his spirit revived. 

There were those who thought they could take advantage of 
such a priority. An eminent bishop once admitted to me that he 
had attempted to. He was a parish priest in the East End of 
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went to the bank to cash a cheque, it would be honoured. He lived 
pretty frugally. His diaries of his holidays, which were almost 
always walking tours in England or France, detailed every penny 
he spent. Frugal, yes, but by no means uncomfortable. After he 
died I discovered that in 1 9 1 5  a group of his friends had estab­
lished something called the Ward Fund. The leader of these 
friends was an exact contemporary of his, an Oxford don who at 
that time was Headmaster of Repton School. His name was 
William Temple. When Temple became Archbishop of Canter­
bury in 1 942 my grandfather accepted the only 'job' he ever held 
after 1 9 15 ,  as honorary and unpaid chaplain to the Archbishop 
during his tragically short archiepiscopate. 

II 

In this brief narrative of his life I have dwelt chiefly on my grand­
father' s  early years, because they were the formative years of a 
personal l ife and a ministry which would have an enormous 
impact on untold numbers of people, on the Church of England 
itself, and on Anglican spirituality in particular. The facts of his 
early life were merely the exterior covering for a massive internal 
struggle during which he developed the spirituality, the rule of 
life, and the mysticism, which were to govern the way he lived 
and taught. It was no accident that The Way was the title of that 
first and most famous book. 

What is important is that this spiritual development and learn­
ing took place not in a monastery or a hermitage, but while he was 
in the world, living his days in a torrent of activity and activism 
for the Sunday School Institute, as a priest, a husband and a 
father. If he was a mystic (and, yes, he was), and if he taught the 
Mystical Way to Christ (and, yes, he did), then he lived and 
taught these things in an entirely practical way. He speaks to me 
through his writings, just as he once spoke to me in the flesh,  as 
an entirely practical guide to a life in, and of, the world, but a life 
that is dedicated solely to Christ. 

There are two strands of his teaching that intertwine, yet are 
separate. The Way of personal devotion and dedication is, he 
taught, a universal way, one that is available to every one of us. 
But there is also a Mystical Way to Christ. The Mystical Way is 
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where no arms had ever entered, and requested that the conver­
sation take place outside the monastery. Attiya agreed to this. He 
presented to the monks, as 'religious' like himself and his group 
of Islamists, three demands of co-operation. To each one Chris­
tian replied that it wasn' t  possible; each time he said, 'You have 
no choice,' Christian replied, 'Yes, we have a choice.' He left 
saying that he would send his emissaries with a password. As he 
was leaving Christian said, 'You have come here armed just as we 
are preparing to celebrate Christmas, the feast of the Prince of 
Peace. '  He replied, 'I am sorry, I didn't  know. '  

The miracle was that not only did Sayah Attiya leave that even­
ing without cutting the throats of the monks and without 
brutalising them, but that he did not return, nor did he send his 
emissaries. When, about two months later, he was seriously 
wounded in a confrontation with the security forces, he suffered 
for nine days in the mountain district nearby before dying, but he 
did not send for the monastery doctor, which was one of the 
demands to which Christian had said that he could not respond. 
The monks never bought their safety by any concession whatever, 
and they never condoned any form of violence, but for them every 
person, even a terrorist, was a human person worthy of under­
standing. 

When later the Algerian administration wished to impose 
armed military protection on the monastery, the community flatly 
refused this protection, using the same argument that arms have 
no place in a house of prayer and peace. 

After this 'visit' of Christmas 1 993, the community dialogued 
for a long time on the attitude they should take. They seriously 
considered leaving. Finally, after having prayed, dialogued and 
taken advice, they decided to remain for the present, while 
foreseeing the possibility of moving rapidly to Algiers or 
Morocco if the situation became more dangerous. 

During the two following years eleven religious of the diocese 
of Algiers were assassinated, in five different attacks: Henri 
Verges, Marist Brother and Sr Paule-Helene, Little S ister of the 
Assumption, in May 1994; Sr Caridad and Sr Esther, Spanish 
Augustinians, in October 1 994; the four White fathers of Tizi 
Ouzou in December of the same year; Srs Bibiane and Angele-
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Marie of the Sisters of Notre Dame des Apotres in September 
1995; and Sr Odette on 10 November 1995. Each time the monks 
of Tibhirine asked themselves the same question: should they 
leave or should they stay? 

Each time they decided to stay. Each time it was a decision 
taken after prayer and dialogue, a decision that was lucid, 
courageous, serene and unanimous. Not one of them 'desired' 
martyrdom. Christian, speaking to a group of lay people shortly 
before his abduction, said that such a desire would be a sin since 
it would be to desire that a 'terrorist brother' should sin against 
the divine commandment, 'Thou shalt not kill'. His daily prayer 
during these past months had been, 'Lord, disarm me, and disarm 
them.' 

Why did they stay? Simply out of fidelity to their vocation to 
be a humble Christian contemplative presence on Algerian soil, 
since the Church has the right and the duty to be present in all 
exceptional situations, just as in normal circumstances. Fidelity, 
too, to all the Algerians with whom they had established links of 
solidarity and friendship over a period of more than sixty years. 
Above all, fidelity to the people round about who seemed pro­
tected from all kinds of exactions, from one party or another, by 
the total neutrality of the monks. 

I [Dom Armand] had occasion to visit them in January 1996, 
two months before the abduction. What struck me was their 
serenity. They didn't play the hero; some of them did not hide a 
certain fear. What had always 'saved' them in this situation had 
been continuing to live a completely normal monastic life, with its 
balance of manual labour, reading of the Word of God and the 
Divine Office. And so, on the night of Christmas 1993, after the 
departure of the six terrorists (the 'brothers of the mountain', as 
they called them), the bell was rung and they went to church to 
celebrate Christmas Vigils and Midnight Mass, as if nothing had 
happened. It was with the same logic that, a little more than two 
years later, Father Amedee and Father Jean-Pierre, having dis­
covered with a priest retreatant that their seven confreres had 
been abducted, and after having tried in vain to inform the police, 
went to the church to celebrate Vigils, then Lauds and the 
Eucharist. 
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cation of a series of books in the 1920s and 1930s. The first of 
these books was called The Way. It was anonymous, and all sub­
sequent volumes in the series were credited simply to 'The 
Author of The Way'. To Jerusalem in the Library of Anglican 
Spirituality, edited by Susan Howatch (SCM, 1994), is one of 
them. Yet an enormous number of people appeared to know who 
he was. When he died in 1962 two of his friends from the 1920s, 
Eric Abbot, the Dean of Westminster, and Michael Ramsey, the 
Archbishop of Canterbury, organised a memorial service at 
Westminster Abbey. More than 3,000 people came. Who they all 
were we never knew, nor were we meant to know, but they were a 
testimony to a remarkable ministry. 

One of the people to whom he was spiritual director recalled 
his first impressions of him thus: 

My first sight of him was in the side chapel of All Saints' 
Church, Newcastle-upon-Tyne, in 1944. He was sitting well 
wrapped up, an overcoat beneath his surplice. There was no 
heating in the church. It was winter. His expression was 
serious, but kindly and welcoming. He was sturdily built and 
gave an impression of strength. His face in repose could look 
stern, and so it could sometimes in action. But it would 
change in a flash to a twinkling, often puckish grin. Humour, 
gravity, lightness of touch, firmness-these qualities appeared 
and reappeared as the occasion drew them out. As I remem­
ber him, he struck me not as a judge ready to find fault, but 
more like a family doctor concerned to make you well, con­
cerned for release from any kind of sickness, concerned for 
wholeness. And yet even this image of the doctor is not 
adequate to convey the person. For there was more ... There 
was about him the air, the look, of one whose conversation 
was in Heaven. So it was, for prayer was absolutely central 
to his life. It came before everything else. He was above all a 
man of God. 

How he was supported through those years was really no 
mystery. A few weeks after he resigned his living at Chiddingfold 
he was told by a friend that he would be 'looked after'. He never 
knew how, or by whom. He simply had faith that every time he 
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most unlikely job for him because he loathed and distrusted 
institutions and bureaucracies like no man I have ever known. But 
he was unquestionably very good at it: an activist, a pamphleteer, 
a great reformer, perpetually travelling from one end of the 
country to the other. This he did for five years, until he handed in 
his notice, ordered the moving vans, and informed his secretary 
that he had given no destination to the moving vans because he 
had no idea what it would be. As moving day approached he and 
Toddie, who now had a daughter to care for as well, waited and 
watched, and one day the mail brought a letter from the Lord 
Chancellor inviting him to become Rector of the beautiful little 
village of Chiddingfold in Surrey. So Chiddingfold became the 
destination of the moving vans. 

He was there for only two years from 1913 to 1915, because it 
was during this time that he became certain that his calling was 
not to be a pastor in the normal sense, but to be a director of 
souls. He wrote to his bishop, Edward Talbot of Winchester, to 
explain. Talbot was sympathetic, but pointed out that the Church 
of England had no such position. Nevertheless, with a wife and 
two children by now, my father having been born in Chiddingfold, 
with no savings and no private resources at all, he resigned his 
living in the absolute faith that if he was doing the right thing-and 
he knew that he was-God would provide. And God did. 

For the remaining forty-seven years of his life he never held 
another paid job. He and his family moved to a house called 
Ravenscroft in Farncombe, Surrey. From there he conducted his 
ministry, a life that was entirely governed by prayer, that was in a 
large part a mystical life, but which centred around this hidden 
ministry. It was a ministry that might be likened to that of a 
physician, in his case a physician of souls. Individuals came from 
all over the country to see him, and three times a year he under­
took extensive tours, holding what would nowadays be called 
'clinics' in fourteen towns up and down the country. To every 
individual, regardless of whether they were bishops or coal 
miners, dowager duchesses or school teachers, he gave half an 
hour. To some he acted as confessor, to others simply as counsel­
lor. How they came to know of him I have no idea, but his fame 
grew very quickly, a lot of it engendered, no doubt, by the publi-
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During the course of the years the monastery of Tibhirine had 
become a place of Christian-Muslim dialogue. This was the fruit 
of a natural evolution, and not of anything planned. One the one 
hand the monastery is a place of prayer, and on the other hand the 
monks have always been very respectful of the local people, cul­
ture and religion. A group of profoundly religious Muslims 
gradually began to frequent the monastery. As a result a Chris­
tian-Muslim dialogue group, the Ribat (an Arabic word meaning 
'link' )  was formed, which met regularly in the monastery for 
prayer and discussion. Three of the eleven missionaries assassi­
nated during these past years had been members of this group. On 
Christmas night 1995 six Muslim neighbours celebrated the feast 
of Christmas with the monks. Obviously everyone thought of the 
visit of the six 'brothers of the mountain' two years earlier. 

The Church in Algeria, so affected during the course of the past 
years by the above-mentioned murders and the departure of many 
of its faithful, both Algerians and French, to France, is united 
around its bishop, Henri Teissier. These Christians who have 
chosen to remain and continue their Gospel presence, seem to 
have received the same grace of serenity and humble courage of 
which I spoke above in reference to the monks of Tibhirine. The 
whole Church is deeply affected by the abduction of the monks. 
During Holy Week, which I had the grace of celebrating in 
Algiers, I was able to see how important the monastery was for all 
these Christians. Important for no other reason than the simple 
fact of being a completely contemplative monastery. It was a 
place of prayer and peace where all could go from time to time to 
prayer, and where all were received as brothers and sisters. Even 
in these past years when the religious, the sisters and the priests 
had almost all had to regroup in Algiers, and when it had become 
alomst impossible to go to the monastery, the road being too 
dangerous, the community of Tibhirine continued to be perceived 
as one of the 'lungs' of the diocese. 

The brothers of the monastery were unanimous in their com­
mitment, their courage and their desire to remain at Tibhirine. 
They are all well loved by the population and the Christians of the 
diocese. However, a special tribute should be paid to Fr Christian, 
their Superior for the past twelve years. He had chosen Algeria 
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and the monastery of Notre-Dame de l' Atlas. Though he made his 
novitiate in Aiguebelle in France, it was for Atlas, and it was for 
this monastery that he made his Profession. Some years later he 
went to Rome to do two years of intensive study of the Arabic 
language and culture at the Pontifical Institute of Arabic Studies. 
He speaks Arabic fluently and is well versed in the Koran and in 
Muslim religious tradition. He has a profound respect for the 
milieu and the people among whom he has chosen to live. This 
respect is tangible and explains why the ·monastery gradually 
became a place of Islamic-Christian encounter, simply because 
everyone felt they were received there as brothers and sisters and 
that their difference was respected. 

Another member of the community whose presence and 
personality have marked its history is Brother Luc, a doctor by 
profession, aged eighty-two at the time of the abduction, who had 
already been seized for a time as hostage of the National 
Liberation Front (FLN), during the war of Algerian Independence. 
A member of the monastery of Tibhirine since 1946, he has 
become a veritable legend in the region. Without ever adopting 
any political cause, without ever compromising over anything, 
and without going to treat the wounded of any faction whatsoever 
outside the monastery, he never refused to treat the sick who came 
to him in his dispensary at the gate of the monastery, seeing in 
each one a human being in need, an icon of Christ. 

As I write these lines the seven brothers have been missing for 
two weeks, and we have still no news of them. We continue to 
hope that they will all return to us alive. It is hardly feasible that, 
in the present circumstances, they would be able to return to their 
monastery. The community, whom two postulants were preparing 
to join, will live for a time in diaspora and we hope they will be 
able to re-establish themselves in Tibhirine when better times 
come. Had the monks decided themselves to leave Tibhirine dur­
ing the course of the past years, it would have been a bitter blow 
for the local population and of the Church of Algiers and its 
pastor. They refused this, with courage and lucidity. Now that 
they are forced to leave this trial is experience by all with the 
same sorrow, but also the same serenity, as all the plunderings of 
the past years. 
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was a technique for stealing watches. This was taught him by an 
elderly tramp one night beside Blackfriars Bridge. I'm not aware 
that he made much use of it in later life-though he was always 
very punctual. 

Switzerland, meanwhile, provided him with one final blessing. 
On a visit there during his last year at Cambridge he met 
Charlotte Kissam, his beloved Toddie, his wife for almost fifty 
years. She was an American lady from New Jersey. In the space 
of ten days he wooed and won her, proposing, she always main­
tained, beneath a wayside Calvary. They were married in 
Elizabeth, New Jersey, in 1906. He took her off to the London 
slums where, by now, he was a priest serving his second curacy. 

His first curacy in the Camberwell Road had been a learning 
experience. Years later he wrote about the first days of it with 
remembered horror: 

I was first taken to my lodgings, two rooms in a nearby 
street, and the sitting-room wall was built against an arch­
way over which the trains ran, which no doubt made the 
sermons I prepared rather bumpy and jolting. My first 
sermon, as is the case with many deacons, was mainly com­
posed of the Athanasian Creed, and left my hearers as 
bewildered as it found me. 

My grandmother Toddie, as well as being notably beautiful, 
was a saintly person, endowed with a great sense of humour. This 
was just as well, for the curacy to which he took her home was in 
another slum parish of London, this one adjacent to a prison. At 
fairly frequent intervals the cannon would sound to warn the local 
residents that a prisoner had escaped. This presented certain 
problems for a young lady from Elizabeth, New Jersey. What to 
do? Did one lock the doors, hide under the bed, and wait for the 
all-clear? Not Toddie. She had a better idea. The moment she 
heard the cannon she would run to open both the front and the 
back doors, on the very wise assumption that an escaping prisoner 
would probably want to run straight through. 

She was relieved of these anxieties in 1908 when my grand­
father accepted an invitation to become Secretary of the Church 
of England Sunday School Institute. In retrospect it seemed a 
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husband had been a clergyman in the Midlands, took him on 
doctor's orders to Switzerland. This was the normal prescription 
at that time if the doctor had run out of other ideas. He spent three 
glorious years of freedom among the lakes and mountains, being 
tutored and, more important, tutoring himself in mathematics for 
the Cambridge matriculation. He arrived at Pembroke College, 
Cambridge, in the autumn of 1900, having never been to a theatre 
or a dance, played cards, nor touched a drop of alcohol. This 
deplorable condition was swiftly put to rights. After a year he 
changed from Maths to History and gained his Honours Degree in 
two years. History was to be a lifelong passion. His obsession 
with it derived from his interest in people. He loved to read 
history in the form of biography, and he was later, in the 1930s, to 
make a notable contribution himself with a fine biography of 
Robespierre, a leader of the French Revolution. When I arrived in 
Cambridge in 1960 it was still on the recommended reading list 
for the Modem History Tripos. Its full title tells you a lot about 
the author: Maximilien Robespierre, A Study in the Deterioration 
of a Soul. The last paragraph of the book reads as follows: 

The diseases of the soul, made possible by the decrease in its 
vitality, take the form of an abnormal increase in the selfish 
components of a man's character. Self-esteem, self-decep­
tion, and self-absorption, eat into his soul. In consequence 
his spiritual life is decreased and debased, and its energy is 
expended on morbid activities. In the end he who has ex­
cluded God and his fellow man from his view in order to 
gaze at himself has brought the life of his soul to naught. 
This is the tragedy of Maximilien Robespierre. 

Since the age of seven he had wanted to be a priest. At Cam­
bridge the wish became a conviction. It was no ordinary call, and 
it took him by no ordinary path. He never went to theological 
college. Instead, he went to work in a mission run by his college 
in the slums of south London. On one occasion, disguised as a 
tramp (not much of a disguise, in his case), he wandered through 
those grisly slums, getting to know their inhabitants and the awful 
stories which had led them there. He ate with them at the Salva­
tion Army kitchens, and not the least of the skills he learned there 
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On 24 May the BBC World Service announced that it had 
received an unconfirmed report through Moroccan TV in Tangier 
that the GIA had executed the seven monks on 21 May. In Paris, 
Cardinal Lustiger, visibly moved, extinguished seven candles 
which had been burning in Notre Dame cathedral for a month. 
Dom Armand wrote: 

Our brothers can certainly be considered as martyrs of the faith. 
They stayed at Atlas out of fidelity to their faith and to their 
monastic vocation; and the message of the GIA of last month that 
threatened to execute them explicitly said that it was because of 
their Christian religion. We can probably pray to them more than 
for them ; and pray also for all other victims of the violence in 
Algeria and elsewhere, and for the small Algerian Church that is 
totally shaken by this tragedy. 

On Pentecost Sunday a document written by Fr Christian, to be 
opened in the event of his death, was made public. It was his 
Spiritual Testament, written between Advent 1993 and Christmas 
1994. 

TESTAMENT 
When we have to face an A-Dieu 

1 If it should happen one day-and it could be today-
that I become a victim of the terrorism which now seems 

ready to engulf 
all the foreigners living in Algeria, 
I would like my community, my Church, my family, 
to remember that my life was given to God and to this country. 

2 I ask them to realise that the Sole Master of all life 
was not a stranger to such a brutal death. 
I ask them to pray for me: 
for how could I be found worthy of such an offering? 

3 I ask them to be able to link such a death with the many other deaths 
which were just as violent, but forgotten through indifference 

and anonymity. 
4 My life has no more value than any other. 

Nor any less value. 
In any case, it has not the innocence of childhood. 
I have lived long enough to know that I share in the evil 
which seems, alas, to prevail in the world, 
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even in that which would strike me blindly. 
5 I should like, when the time comes, to have a clear space 

which would allow me to beg forgiveness of God 
and of all my fellow human beings, 
and at the same time to forgive with all my heart the one 

who would strike me down. 
6 I could not desire such a death. 

It seems important to state this. 
7 I do not see, in fact, how I could rejoice 

if this people I love were to be accused indiscriminately 
of my murder. 

It would be to pay too dearly for what will, perhaps, 
be called 'the grace of martyrdom', 

to owe it to an Algerian, whoever he may be, 
especially if he says he is acting in fidelity to what he believes 

to be Islam. 
8 I know the scorn with which Algerians as a whole can be regarded. 
9 I know also the caricature which a certain interpretation 

of Islam encourages. 
It is too easy to give oneself a good conscience 
by identifying this religious way with the fundamentalist ideologies 

of the extremists. 
10 For me, Algeria and Islam are something different: they are a body 

and a soul. 
I have proclaimed this often enough, I believe, in the sure knowledge 

of what I have received from it, 
finding there so often that true strand of the Gospel 
learnt at my mother's knee, my very first Church, 
in Algeria itself in the respect of believing Muslims. 

11 My death, clearly, will appear to justify those who hastily judged 
me naYve or idealistic: 'Let him tell us now what he thinks of it!' 

12 But these people must realise that my most avid curiosity 
will then be satisfied. 

This is what I shall be able to do, if God will­
immerse my gaze in that of the Father, 
to contemplate with him his children of Islam just as he sees them, 
all shining with the glory of Christ, 
the fruit of his Passion, filled with the Gift of the Spirit, 

whose secret joy will 
always be to establish communion and refashion the likeness, 

delighting in the differences. 
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identifications sometimes erratic-were accompanied by the only 
oath I ever heard him use, 'Smell of Abraham!' 

It would probably come as a great surprise to those who knew 
him only as a teacher and director, but he was a wonderfully mis­
chievous man in his old age. His doctors had imposed a strict 
regime on him. They never got him to give up smoking his pipe, 
but they did make a determined effort to ban alcohol, which for 
him meant wine, of which he was a connoisseur. For some reason 
which escaped us, he could not wait for me and my older sister to 
get our driving licences, but when we did, all was revealed. He 
evinced a sudden desire to visit the great cathedrals of southern 
England, one more time. That was a bit odd, because few mem­
bers of the Church of England had as little use for bricks and 
mortar and ecclesiastical hardware as he did. Nevertheless, we set 
out on a series of journeys, driving him to Chichester and 
Winchester and Salisbury and Bath and points west. These were 
perilous journeys, because it soon became clear that seeing 
cathedrals was not the most important objective, which was lunch. 
This was taken at a hostelry of his choice, which invariably meant 
one with a first-class wine cellar. Sometime in the late afternoon 
we would stagger into a cathedral and sit in a pew for purposes of 
contemplation, which meant sleep. The return journey, in a sort of 
sclerotic mist, seemed a thing of chance, except I do not doubt 
that the Holy Spirit was never further away than the back seat. 

In a very important way that was the story of his life, his com­
plete faith in the presence of the Holy Spirit. I have painted him in 
the way I knew him, as a grandfather and a wonderful companion. 
But there was much more to him than that, and I only began to 
find this out after his death, when I set about the task of gathering 
together his papers. 

I should say first that his ministry, a hugely important one, was 
a hidden, and in some ways a secret one. It lasted almost sixty 
years as a priest in the Church of England, yet for the last forty­
seven of those years he had no parish, no job within the Anglican 
Church, no private income, and no visible means of support. It 
was based on a gigantic act of faith with a curious history. 

As a teenager in the 1890s, he contracted rheumatic fever. He 
was taken away from school and his mother, a widow whose 
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REGINALD SOMERSET-WARD 

RICHARD SOMERSET-WARD 

Lord, help us to forget ourselves and to know Thee. 

This was my grandfather' s favourite prayer, one that he used 
constantly throughout his long life. It sums up the epic struggle of 
his own life, and much of his teaching as well. 

I want to tell you about him, partly because I had the great 
good fortune to know him as grandfather and friend for the first 
twenty years of my life, partly because I believe that he was one 
of the great Anglican mystics and teachers of this century . But I 
am neither a theologian nor a very profound human being, so the 
only way I know how to tell you about him is by describing the 
man I knew, and the man I have subsequently come to know 
through his writings . 

Reginald Somerset-Ward was a big man in every sense : bald, 
heavy, kindly, and very funny . That was how a grandson saw him, 
and I knew him fairly well . In my teenage years I went to board­
ing school less than a mile from his home, and would often 
bicycle to his house . He was an old man by then, a widower, well 
into his seventies, but still very active . My favourite venue for our 
conversations was the carpentry shop-for he was a virtuoso car­
penter, and a very skilful bookbinder as well. There was always 
something new being created : a huge dolls '  house for my sisters, 
complete with running water and electricity, including a lift that 
really worked ; and a puppet theatre for me , again with electric 
lighting, and complete with plays he wrote for it. Most of all there 
were the games . I remember especially a wonderfully violent 
game called 'Good and Evil ' .  It featured a rifle , a sort of popgun 
loaded with nothing more lethal than corks , which was mounted 
on a swivel at one end of a range . At the other end beautifully 
carved biblical characters appeared automatically, always in twos, 
one good , one evil: Cain and Abel, David and Goliath, and so on . 
The person in control of the rifle had to identify which was which 
in an instant and shoot the evil character . There were immense 
penalties for knocking down a good character. My grandfather' s 
attempts to play the game-his aim was good but his 
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1 3  For this life given up, totally mine and totally theirs, 
I thank God who seems to have wished it entirely 

for the sake of that joy 
in everything and in spite of everything. 

14 In this thank you, which is said for everything in my life 
from now on, 

I certainly include you, friends of yesterday and today, 
and you my friends of this place, 
along with my mother and father, my brothers and sisters 

and their families-
the hundredfold granted as was promised! 

15 And you also, the friend of my final moment, who would not be 
aware of what you were doing. 

Yes, for you also I wish this thank you-and this 'a-dieu'­
to commend you to the God whose face I see in yours. 

And may we find each other, happy 'good thieves' ,  in Paradise, 
if it pleases God, the Father of us both. Amen. 

Algiers, 1 December 1 993 
Tibhirine, 1 January 1 994 

In a letter to the Cistercian Order dated 27 May, Dom Bernardo 
Olivera, the Abbot General, commented: 

The life and death of our seven brothers of Atlas is a witness not 
to be forgotten . Let not diplomacy, politics or a non-trans­
cendental view of these events come to deprive us of the voice of 
our martyrs and silence the clamour of their cry of love and faith . 
From the martyrdom of spiritual combat to the martyrdom of 
blood poured out, it is the same cry which calls to forgiveness and 
love of one' s  enemies . Life is stronger than death : love has the 
last word. 

The martyred monks were: Br Luc Dochier (82, medical doctor), Fr 
Christian de Cherge (59, Prior for twelve years), Br Michel Fleury (52, 

cook and gardener), Br Paul Favre Miville (46, manual worker), Fr 
Celestin Ringeard (63, former teacher), Fr Christophe Lebreton (46, 

novice master and Subprior), and Fr Bruno Lemarchand (66, visiting 
monk from the Cistercian monastery in Morocco). 
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INTERPRETING SCRIPTURE BY SCRIPTURE 
The Song of Songs in the light of passages from Hosea 

Psalm 80 and JV Ezra 

SISTER EDMEE SLG 

The principle of interpreting scripture by scripture is an ancient 
one employed by the Fathers of the Church and the Sages of 
Judaism, but much more systematically by these latter than by 
Christians. So, in looking through the relevant articles in A 
Dictionary of Biblical Interpretation, I have found references to 
this method only in articles on Jewish exegesis, notably in the one 
on Midrash by Philip Alexander, in which he writes that an axiom 
of the early Jewish exegetes is 'that scripture is a totally coherent 
and self-consistent body of truth. This means,' he goes on, 'that 
what it says in one place may be interpreted in the light of what it 
says in another.' 1 

If this principle is applied to the interpretation of the Song of 
Songs, meanings emerge which confirm ancient exegesis, both 
Jewish and Christian, and suggest-if that is not putting it too 
mildly-that our modem way of reading the Song as a simple 
human love story altogether misses the rich complexity of its 
design and the direction of its desire. The Song of Songs is, 
indeed, supremely about love, but if we are to interpret the 
biblical literature as a whole with some degree of approximation 
to the intention of its authors we need to recapture the 
understanding, which we have largely lost, that love, above all the 
love of yearning desire, is not confined to love between humans 
but exists paradigmatically between the Creator and his creatures. 

In a well-known passage from Hosea, which is often cited in 
connection with the Song as providing some justification for the 
view that the book is about divine love, the nature of God's 
yearning love is revealed: 

Therefore, behold, I will allure her, and bring her into the 
wilderness, and speak tenderly to her. And there I will give 
her her vineyards, and make the Valley of Trouble the door 
of hope. And there she shall respond as in the days of her 
youth, as at the time when she came out of the land of Egypt. 
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9 Cf. Ezekiel 5:5, 38:12 and Jubilees 8, 12, 19, where the Greek word is 
omphalos, the word used in LXX for 'navel' at the Song of Songs 7:2. 
Cf. also 'The Omphalos Myth and Hebrew Religion' by Samuel 
Terrien in Vetus Testamentum, XX (1970), pp. 315-38, which points to 
a number of scholarly monographs on this subject. Terrien himself 
makes no connection with the Song, the Song having fallen victim to 
an assumption which prevents connections being made. 

10 Cf. Margaret Barker's The Gate of Heaven on the history and symbol­
ism of the Temple, especially the chapter called 'The Garden'. 
London, 1991. 

A talk first given on 18 October 1995, with Rabbi Jonathan 
Wittenberg, in the series, 'Jews and Christians Look at the 
Scriptures Together', a course organised by the Council of 
Christians and Jews in conjunction with Birkbeck College. 
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to the human person is vao<;, namely, the inmost part of the 
temple, the shrine or the sanctuary, as distinct from the tEpov, 
which includes the whole Temple enclosure. The theme arises 
elsewhere in a number of ways, especially in John's  Gospel and 
in the Revelation, the two works containing the greatest number 
of links with the Song in the new Testament. But for the present 
purpose we need look no further than Paul's conviction that 'we 
are the temple of the living God ' (II Cor. 6: 16). 

What then is the love in the Song of Songs revealing to us? It 
is, I believe, the articulation of a relationship-one not experienced 
at the level of ordinary consciousness-the relationship of mutual 
desire which exists between the God of love and the inmost centre 
of the worshipping person, who is a temple of the Holy Spirit. 

The true nature of the love in the Song of Songs, then, is only 
revealed in the context of worship and prayer. And this under­
standing has been particularly promoted in those traditions which 
have used it frequently in the liturgy, Sephardi and Oriental com­
munities in the Jewish tradition, and the monastic communities of 
the West in the Christian tradition. And so we find one Latin 
commentator of the eleventh century, John of Mantua, summing 
up the Song of Songs thus: 

Solomon 's intention in this book is to teach contemplation. 

NOTES 

A Dictionary of Biblical Interpretation, eds. R. J. Coggins and J. L. 
Boulden, SCM Press, 1 990, p. 457. 

2 The Song of Songs Rabbah, ed. M. Simon in the series, The Soncino 
Midrash, London, 1939, p. 92. 

3 Ibid. Il.2,6, p. 98. 
4 Hebrew and English Lexicon, Brown, Driver and Briggs, p. 527, 

under ji.:l:l 7 
5 Op. cit., Leiden, 196 1  and 1 973, p. 26. 
6 Ibid. p. 38. 
7 IV Ezra, G. H. Box, in The Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha of the Old 

Testament, ed. R. H. Charles, Oxford, 19 13, p. 57 1 .  
8 See BDB (see note 4 above), p. 1057, under iW 
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And in that day, says the Lord, you will call me, 'My 
husband ' ,  and no longer will you call me, 'My Ba'al' ... 
And I will betroth you to me for ever; I will betroth you to 
me in righteousness and in justice, in steadfast love, and in 
mercy. I will betroth you to me in faithfulness; and you shall 
know the Lord . (2: 14- 16, 1 9-20) 

The character of that passage is similar to the general character 
of the Song in that it speaks in terms of union, the union of the 
loving Creator with his creature in the marriage relationship. But, 
with the exception of the word 'vineyards'-a key word in the 
Song, where it occurs nine times-there is no overlap of vocabu­
lary. For a passage in Hosea where the overlap of vocabulary with 
the Song is striking, we must look at the last few verses of the last 
chapter. The words in bold type are those which occur in the 
Song, and the numbers beside them in brackets refer to the times 
they occur. Words in italic refer to related words. 

I will be as the dew ( 1 )  unto Israel; he will grow (2) as the 
lily (8) and cast forth his roots as Lebanon (7). His branches 
shall spread, and his beauty shall be as the olive tree, and his 
smell (8) as Lebanon. They that dwell under bis shadow (1)  
shall return; they shall revive as the corn, and grow as the vine 
(4) : his remembrance [shall be] as the wine (6) of Lebanon. 
Ephraim shall say, What have I to do any more with idols? I 
have responded, and I have beheld ( 1 )  him; I am like a green 
fir tree (1) .  From me is thy fruit ( 4). Who is wise that he 
might understand these things? discerning that he might know 
them? . . .  ( 14:6-9a) 

Thus Hosea concludes by setting forth the ideal for Israel in 
which Ephraim, Hosea ' s personal name for Israel, renounces the 
idols he was earlier charged with cleaving to ( 4: 17). The passage, 
here based on the Authorised Version which translates the 
Hebrew without amendment, is exceedingly difficult and modem 
scholars all amend it according to the view of who is speaking to 
which each arrives. But, however one interprets it, the metaphors 
remain the same, and so does the fact that it explicitly concerns 
the relationship of God and Israel. What is being set forth here is 
Israel in a totally new and wonderful relationship to his creator 
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which reverses all the backsliding described with such profound 
feeling throughout the book. Hosea, who was the earliest of the 
writing prophets after Amos, had an incalculable influence on the 
biblical writings and, therefore, the striking concentration in this 
passage of metaphors which are also found in the Song must be 
significant for the interpretation of the Song. Let us look at just 
three of the metaphors in the Hosea passage, beginning at the lily. 

The word generally translated 'lily', shoshan or shoshanah 
(feminine form), occurs seventeen times in the Hebrew Bible, 
eight times in the Song of Songs and nine times elsewhere. Its use 
in Hosea suggests that it was already in his day an established 
symbol for Israel, something which could not be deduced from the 
other canonical references, but is clearly confirmed in the IV 
Esdras passage, as we shall see. The other references are: four in 
descriptions of the design of the Temple (I Kings 7: 19, 22, 26 
and II Chronicles 4:6), and four in psalm headings, these being 
Psalms 45 (a psalm very particularly linked with the Song), 60, 69 
and 80-to which last we shall return. 

The only other flower in the Hebrew Bible is the habazeleth, 
translated 'rose' in the AV and 'crocus' in the RSV. It occurs 
twice: Isaiah 35:1: 'The desert shall rejoice and blossom as the 
rose', and Song of Songs 2: 1: 'I am the rose of Sharon, the lily of 
the valleys.' But the Greek Bible translates habazeleth at Isaiah 
35:1 as 'lily', Kp1vov, and at Song 2:1 as 'flower', cxv0oc;, thus 
reducing the named flowers to one, which finds support in the 
Midrash Rabbah on the Song where Rabbi Judan asks: 'Is not 
habazeleth the same as shoshanah?' And he explains that 'while 
it is still small it is called habazeleth, but when it becomes full 
size it is called shoshanah (II.1,3)2 On the next verse in the Song, 
'As the lily among thorns, so is my love among the daughters', the 
Midrash quotes from the Hosea passage, 'I will be as the dew 
unto Israel, he shall blossom as the lily', and goes on: 

Just as the lily expires only with its scent, so Israel expires 
only with religious acts and good deeds. Just as the whole 
purpose of the lily is to give scent, so the righteous are 
created only for the deliverance of Israel ... Just as the lily is 
conspicuous among plants, so Israel is conspicuous among 
the nations ... 3 
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The references to towers is one (4:4; 7:4(2); 8:10), towers being a 
feature of Jerusalem (for example, 'Uzziah built towers in Jeru­
salem', II Chron. 26:9; and, 'number her towers', Ps. 48:12). The 
next-the innermost circle-is the Temple, built in accordance with 
a heavenly pattern to represent on earth the garden of God.10 

Finally, at the centre, is the holy of holies, that enclosed space 
into which only the high priest might enter, and then only once a 
year. 

A garden enclosed is my sister, my bride; a spring shut up, a 
fountain sealed. Thy plants are an orchard of pomegranates, 
with pleasant fruits; camphire with spikenard, spikenard and 
saffron; calamus and cinnamon with all trees of frankin­
cense; myrrh and aloes, with all the chief spices; a fountain 
of gardens, a well of living waters, and streams from 
Lebanon. (4:12-15) 

Rabbi Akiba, in a frequently quoted saying on the Song, said: 
'The Song of Songs is the holy of holies', a statement always 
taken to be metaphorical. But in my study of the Song I have 
come to think that Rabbi Akiba intended it quite literally. He is 
telling us that the Song of Songs is the holy of holies because that 
is what it is about. 

But if this is so, if the Song of Songs is ultimately about the 
Temple, how can we relate to it? How can we understand the love 
which exists so beautifully and movingly between the principal 
protagonists if one of them represents a building, one, moreover, 
which was destroyed two thousand ago? Ideas concerning the 
Temple were taken up and expounded by the early Jewish 
mystical literature, a literature rich in allusions to the Song. But 
this is too vast a subject to enter upon now, and I should, in any 
case, like to attempt an answer to these questions from St Paul. 

In his first letter to the Corinthians Paul asks in three different 
places: 'Do you not know that you are God's temple and that 
God's spirit dwells in you?' (3:16, cf. 1:19). At 6:19 he puts it a 
little differently: 'Do you not know that your body is a temple of 
the Holy Spirit within you?' Again, in his second letter to the 
Corinthians, he declares: 'We are the temple of the living God.' 
The word used for 'temple' in the New Testament when applied 
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ing of the Tabernacle (Ex. 39:24-26), then of the Temple (I Kings 
7 : 1 9-20), then of the destruction of the Temple (II Kings 25: 17), 
and finally the promise of the restoration of the Temple (Haggai 
1 8- 1 9). Song 6: 1 1  gives an example of ' vine' associated with 
'pomegranates' : 'I went down into the garden of nuts to see the 
fruits of the valley, to see whether the vine flourished and the 
pomegranates budded. '  In the Jewish mystical literature this verse 
provided the biblical basis for those mystics who were called, 
mysteriously and paradoxically, Yorde Merkabah, 'descenders of 
the chariot' , namely, those who ascended through heavenly 
realms to the vision of the One sitting on his throne of glory. In 
the Christian tradition the verse has been understood in relation to 
the Incarnation. 

Lily we have already seen. But here is another example: 'Your 
navel is a rounded bowl that never lacks mixed wine. Your belly 
is a heap of wheat, encircled with lilies' (7 :2) . It is this use of 
bodily metaphors in the Song which misleads us, and on which 
modern commentators leap with delight and expound with such 
alarming malappropriateness. For instance, 'navel' is now taken 
by commentators to be a euphemism for vulva on the basis of a 
dubious Arabism.8 It is more likely that it relates to the ancient 
belief that Jerusalem, and particularly the Temple, was the navel, 
namely, the centre of the earth.9 Similarly, the 'mixed wine' and 
'the heap of wheat' suggest a link with the elements of bread and 
wine in both Jewish and Christian worship. 

Zion occurs only once in the Song, while its synonym, 
Jerusalem, occurs seven times, both always with 'daughters ' .  The 
'daughters ' ,  according to the rabbinical interpretation, represent 
'the nations ' ,  based on the verse in Psalm 87 which can legiti­
mately be translated: 'Of Zion is shall be said: Everyone is born 
in her' (American Psalter, except 'was ' is here replaced by 'is') .  

Dove occurs in the Song six times ( 1 : 1 5, 2 : 14, 4: 1 ,  5 :2, 5 : 1 2, 
6:9), and the sixth occurrence also includes the last metaphor in 
the Ezra passage, only one: 'My dove, my undefiled, is one; she is 
the only one of her mother, the chosen one of her that bore her.' 

But to take the subject of the Song as meaning 'Israel' is to 
take only the outer circle of meaning. There are many indications 
embedded in the text which suggest that the bride is Jerusalem. 
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My impression from looking up 'Lily' in the Encyclopaedia 
Judaica is  that its biblical symbolism has been forgotten. 
Similarly, in Christian art, explanations accompanying medieval 
paintings of the Annunciation in which the Angel Gabriel is 
carrying a spray of lilies as he greets the Virgin Mary, or where 
there are lilies in a pot between them, usually state that the lilies 
symbolise Mary ' s  purity, but originally they undoubtedly 
symbolised her role as the embodiment of Israel, the virgin 
daughter of God's  people encountered in the prophetic books. 

The second metaphor in the Hosea passage I want to look at is 
'Lebanon' ,  which occurs in it no less than three times. In the Song 
it occurs seven times, plus three times in a related form meaning 
'frankincense' , and once meaning 'moon' .  Lebanon itself is a 
wooded mountain range on the northern border of Israel and its 
name, the root of which means 'white' ,  is probably derived from 
the whiteness of its cliffs .4 At a rough count the name occurs some 
seventy times in the Hebrew Bible, most often as bearing forests, 
especially of cedars, the 'cedars of Lebanon' being a phrase 
familiar to anyone accustomed to reading the Psalms. 

In a chapter called 'Lebanon' ,  in his book Scripture and 
Exegesis in Jewish Tradition, Geza Vermes conducts a fascinating 
survey of the symbolical use of the word Lebanon in the Targums, 
the Aramaic translations of the Bible, and finds that 'an examina­
tion of the Targums for sixty passages or so in which the word 
Lebanon occurs in the Hebrew Bible reveals that in almost half of 
them the word is not understood in its literal sense.' 5 Vermes sets 
out these passages, in which Lebanon is treated as a metaphor, 
and shows that it means different things in different Targums. 
Thus Lebanon is equivalent to The King, The Rich, The Nations, 
and once, in the Song of Songs, it stands for Jerusalem (7 :5) .  But 
the interpretation which comes to prevail is that Lebanon is 
equivalent to The Temple, which it is in the Targums both to 
Hosea and to the Song of Songs. 

Vermes cites three biblical passages for the basis of this sym­
bolism: Deuteronomy 3:25, Isaiah 60: 1 3  and Ps. 92: 1 3- 14. These 
last two are particularly striking: 'The glory of Lebanon shall 
come to you [Jerusalem], the cypress, the pine and the cedar, to 
make beautiful the place of my sanctuary' , . . .  and 'the righteous 
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shall flourish like a palm tree; he shall grow like the cedar in 
Lebanon. They that are planted in the house of the Lord shall 
flourish in the courts of our God.' Vermes sees the tradition, 
Lebanon = the Temple, as having been fixed between the 
beginning of the fifth century BC and the second century BC. 'It 
must,' he writes, 'be supposed that during [these] centuries some 
new factor came into force to fix, make known, and impose this 
exegetical tradition.' And he decides that 'the intermediary must 
have been the Song of Songs.' 

The essay on Lebanon by Geza Vermes presents by implication 
a powerful case for the symbolical interpretation of the Song of 
Songs as a whole and is, as far as I am aware, the only modem 
scholarly study which does so. Vermes makes his own position 
clear in what was to become a much-quoted footnote at the end of 
the essay. The note concludes: 

Those who maintain that the Song, as a whole, was primi­
tively conceived as a love poem, must explain why and how 
this profane poetry was so rapidly adopted as a religious 
allegory. 6 

My third metaphor from the Hosea passage is 'vine'. It occurs 
in the Song four times, while 'vineyard', as we have seen, occurs 
nine times. In Hebrew, unlike in English, the two words are dif­
ferent, but they are both used as metaphors for Israel. An example 
for 'vineyard' occurs at Isaiah 5:1: 'Now will I sing to my well­
beloved a song of my beloved concerning his vineyard' -a verse 
with links to the Song of Songs in every word. An example for 
'vine' comes from Ps. 80, one of the four psalms which has 
'lilies' in its heading: 

You have brought a vine out of Egypt; you cast out the nations 
and planted it. 
You prepared the ground for it; it took root and filled the land. 
The mountains were covered by its shadow and the towering 
cedar trees by its boughs. 
You stretched out its tendrils to the Sea and its branches to the 
River. 
Why have you broken down its wall, so that all who pass by 
pluck off its grapes? ... 
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Tum now, 0 God of hosts, look down from heaven; 
behold and tend this vine; 
preserve what your right hand has planted. 

(8-12, 14) 

The language of planting-'plants', 'shoots', 'tendrils', 'roots', 
'spreading branches', and so on-is frequently metaphorical, and 
was much taken up in Jewish mysticism. We find it in the Song of 
Songs at 4: 12: 'Thy plants [ or shoots] are an orchard of pome­
granates', where 'orchard', pardes in Hebrew, a loan-word from 
Persian, is itself a metaphor for the Temple. And we find it in IV 
Ezra: 

And I said, 0 Lord my God, out of all the woods of the earth 
and the trees thereof thou hast chosen thee one vine; out of 
the lands of the world thou hast chosen thee one planting­
ground; out of all the flowers of the world thou hast chosen 
thee one Hly; out of all the depths of the sea thou hast 
replenished for thyself one river; out of all the cities that 
have been built thou has sanctified Zion unto thyself; out of 
all the birds that have been created thou hast called for 
thyself one dove; out of all the cattle that have been formed 
thou hast provided thee one sheep; and out of all the peoples 
who have become so numerous thou hast gotten thee one 
people; and the law which thou didst approve out of all laws 
thou hast bestowed upon the people whom thou didst desire. 
And now, 0 Lord, why hast thou delivered up the one unto 
the many, and dishonoured the one root above the rest, and 
scattered thine only one among the multitude? (5:23-28)7 

That passage comes from what is known as the 'Apocalypse of 
Ezra', a Jewish pseudepigraphical work of about AD 90-120 in 
which the author sets out all the metaphors applied to Israel in the 
biblical literature. They are all found in the Songs of Songs in 
some form or other, notably 'vine', 'lily', 'Zion', 'dove', and 
'only one'. Let us look briefly at these in the Song. 

Vine occurs at 2:13, 6:11, 7:8 and 7:12, twice associated with 
'smell' or 'fragrance', which occurs in the Hosea passage, and 
twice with 'pomegranates', which occurs in the Song six times 
and is otherwise most frequently associated, first: with the build-
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shall flourish like a palm tree; he shall grow like the cedar in 
Lebanon. They that are planted in the house of the Lord shall 
flourish in the courts of our God. '  Vermes sees the tradition, 
Lebanon = the Temple, as having been fixed between the 
beginning of the fifth century BC and the second century BC. 'It 
must,' he writes, 'be supposed that during [these] centuries some 
new factor came into force to fix ,  make known, and impose this 
exegetical tradition.' And he decides that 'the intermediary must 
have been the Song of Songs.' 

The essay on Lebanon by Geza Vennes presents by implication 
a powerful case for the symbolical interpretation of the Song of 
Songs as a whole and is, as far as I am aware, the only modern 
scholarly study which does so. Vennes makes his own position 
clear in what was to become a much-quoted footnote at the end of 
the essay. The note concludes: 

Those who maintain that the Song, as a whole, was primi­
tively conceived as a love poem, must explain why and how 
this profane poetry was so rapidly adopted as a religious 
allegory.6 

My third metaphor from the Hosea passage is 'vine' . It occurs 
in the Song four times, while 'vineyard' , as we have seen, occurs 
nine times. In Hebrew, unlike in English, the two words are dif­
ferent, but they are both used as metaphors for Israel. An example 
for 'vineyard' occurs at Isaiah 5 : 1 :  'Now will I sing to my well­
beloved a song of my beloved concerning his vineyard' -a verse 
with links to the Song of Songs in every word. An example for 
'vine' comes from Ps. 80, one of the four psalms which has 
'lilies' in its heading: 

You have brought a vine out of Egypt; you cast out the nations 
and planted it. 
You prepared the ground for it; it took root and filled the land. 
The mountains were covered by its shadow and the towering 
cedar trees by its boughs. 
You stretched out its tendrils to the Sea and its branches to the 
River. 
Why have you broken down its wall, so that all who pass by 
pluck off its grapes? . . .  
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Turn now, 0 God of hosts , look down from heaven; 
behold and tend this vine; 
preserve what your right hand has planted. 

(8- 1 2, 14) 

The language of planting-'plants' , ' shoots' ,  'tendrils' , 'roots ' ,  
'spreading branches ' , and so on-is frequently metaphorical, and 
was much taken up in Jewish mysticism. We find it in the Song of 
Songs at 4: 1 2: 'Thy plants [or shoots] are an orchard of pome­
granates' , where 'orchard' ,  pardes in Hebrew, a loan-word from 
Persian, is itself a metaphor for the Temple. And we find it in N 
Ezra: 

And I said, 0 Lord my God, out of all the woods of the earth 
and the trees thereof thou hast chosen thee one vine; out of 
the lands of the world thou hast chosen thee one planting­
ground; out of all the flowers of the world thou hast chosen 
thee one lily; out of all the depths of the sea thou hast 
replenished for thyself one river; out of all the cities that 
have been built thou has sanctified Zion unto thyself; out of 
all the birds that have been created thou hast called for 
thyself one dove; out of all the cattle that have been formed 
thou hast provided thee one sheep; and out of all the peoples 
who have become so numerous thou hast gotten thee one 
people; and the law which thou didst approve out of all laws 
thou hast bestowed upon the people whom thou didst desire. 
And now, 0 Lord, why hast thou delivered up the one unto 
the many, and dishonoured the one root above the rest, and 
scattered thine only one among the multitude? (5:23-28)7 

That passage comes from what is known as the 'Apocalypse of 
Ezra' , a Jewish pseudepigraphical work of about AD 90- 1 20 in 
which the author sets out all the metaphors applied to Israel in the 
biblical literature. They are all found in the Songs of Songs in 
some form or other, notably 'vine' , 'lily' , 'Zion ' ,  'dove' , and 
'only one' . Let us look briefly at these in the Song. 

Vine occurs at 2: 1 3 ,  6: 1 1 , 7:8 and 7 : 1 2, twice associated with 
'smell' or 'fragrance' , which occurs in the Hosea passage, and 
twice with 'pomegranates' , which occurs in the Song six times 
and is otherwise most frequently associated, first: with the build-
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ing of the Tabernacle (Ex. 39:24-26), then of the Temple (I Kings 
7: 19-20), then of the destruction of the Temple (II Kings 25: 17), 
and finally the promise of the restoration of the Temple (Haggai 
18-19). Song 6:11 gives an example of 'vine' associated with 
'pomegranates': 'I went down into the garden of nuts to see the 
fruits of the valley, to see whether the vine flourished and the 
pomegranates budded.' In the Jewish mystical literature this verse 
provided the biblical basis for those mystics who were called, 
mysteriously and paradoxically, Yorde Merkabah, 'descenders of 
the chariot', namely, those who ascended through heavenly 
realms to the vision of the One sitting on his throne of glory. In 
the Christian tradition the verse has been understood in relation to 
the Incarnation. 

Lily we have already seen. But here is another example: 'Your 
navel is a rounded bowl that never lacks mixed wine. Your belly 
is a heap of wheat, encircled with lilies' (7:2). It is this use of 
bodily metaphors in the Song which misleads us, and on which 
modern commentators leap with delight and expound with such 
alarming malappropriateness. For instance, 'navel' is now taken 
by commentators to be a euphemism for vulva on the basis of a 
dubious Arabism. 8 It is more likely that it relates to the ancient 
belief that Jerusalem, and particularly the Temple, was the navel, 
namely, the centre of the earth. 9 Similarly, the 'mixed wine' and 
'the heap of wheat' suggest a link with the elements of bread and 
wine in both Jewish and Christian worship. 

Zion occurs only once in the Song, while its synonym, 
Jerusalem, occurs seven times, both always with 'daughters'. The 
'daughters', according to the rabbinical interpretation, represent 
'the nations', based on the verse in Psalm 87 which can legiti­
mately be translated: 'Of Zion is shall be said: Everyone is born 
in her' (American Psalter, except 'was' is here replaced by 'is'). 

Dove occurs in the Song six times (1:15, 2:14, 4:1, 5:2, 5:12, 
6:9), and the sixth occurrence also includes the last metaphor in 
the Ezra passage, only one: 'My dove, my undefiled, is one; she is 
the only one of her mother, the chosen one of her that bore her.' 

But to take the subject of the Song as meaning 'Israel' is to 
take only the outer circle of meaning. There are many indications 
embedded in the text which suggest that the bride is Jerusalem. 
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My impression from looking up 'Lily' in the Encyclopaedia 
Judaica is that its biblical symbolism has been forgotten. 
Similarly, in Christian art, explanations accompanying medieval 
paintings of the Annunciation in which the Angel Gabriel is 
carrying a spray of lilies as he greets the Virgin Mary, or where 
there are lilies in a pot between them, usually state that the lilies 
symbolise Mary's purity, but originally they undoubtedly 
symbolised her role as the embodiment of Israel, the virgin 
daughter of God's people encountered in the prophetic books. 

The second metaphor in the Hosea passage I want to look at is 
'Lebanon', which occurs in it no less than three times. In the Song 
it occurs seven times, plus three times in a related form meaning 
'frankincense', and once meaning 'moon'. Lebanon itself is a 
wooded mountain range on the northern border of Israel and its 
name, the root of which means 'white', is probably derived from 
the whiteness of its cliffs. 4 At a rough count the name occurs some 
seventy times in the Hebrew Bible, most often as bearing forests, 
especially of cedars, the 'cedars of Lebanon' being a phrase 
familiar to anyone accustomed to reading the Psalms. 

In a chapter called 'Lebanon', in his book Scripture and 
Exegesis in Jewish Tradition, Geza Vermes conducts a fascinating 
survey of the symbolical use of the word Lebanon in the Targums, 
the Aramaic translations of the Bible, and finds that 'an examina­
tion of the Targums for sixty passages or so in which the word 
Lebanon occurs in the Hebrew Bible reveals that in almost half of 
them the word is not understood in its literal sense.' 5 Vermes sets 
out these passages, in which Lebanon is treated as a metaphor, 
and shows that it means different things in different Targums. 
Thus Lebanon is equivalent to The King, The Rich, The Nations, 
and once, in the Song of Songs, it stands for Jerusalem (7:5). But 
the interpretation which comes to prevail is that Lebanon is 
equivalent to The Temple, which it is in the Targums both to 
Hosea and to the Song of Songs. 

Vermes cites three biblical passages for the basis of this sym­
bolism: Deuteronomy 3:25, Isaiah 60:13 and Ps. 92:13-14. These 
last two are particularly striking: 'The glory of Lebanon shall 
come to you [Jerusalem], the cypress, the pine and the cedar, to 
make beautiful the place of my sanctuary', ... and 'the righteous 
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which reverses all the backsliding described with such profound 
feeling throughout the book. Hosea, who was the earliest of the 
writing prophets after Amos, had an incalculable influence on the 
biblical writings and, therefore, the striking concentration in this 
passage of metaphors which are also found in the Song must be 
significant for the interpretation of the Song. Let us look at just 
three of the metaphors in the Hosea passage, beginning at the lily . 

The word generally translated 'lily ' ,  shoshan or shoshanah 
(feminine form), occurs seventeen times in the Hebrew Bible, 
eight times in the Song of Songs and nine times elsewhere. Its use 
in Hosea suggests that it was already in his day an established 
symbol for Israel, something which could not be deduced from the 
other canonical references, but is clearly confirmed in the IV 
Esdras passage, as we shall see. The other references are: four in 
descriptions of the design of the Temple (I Kings 7: 19 ,  22, 26 
and TI Chronicles 4:6), and four in psalm headings, these being 
Psalms 45 (a psalm very particularly linked with the Song), 60, 69 
and 80-to which last we shall return. 

The only other flower in the Hebrew Bible is the habazeleth, 
translated 'rose' in the AV and 'crocus' in the RSV. It occurs 
twice: Isaiah 35: 1 :  'The desert shall rejoice and blossom as the 
rose' , and Song of Songs 2 : 1 :  'I am the rose of Sharon, the lily of 
the valleys . '  But the Greek Bible translates habazeleth at Isaiah 
35: 1 as 'lily ' ,  Kp1vov, and at Song 2: 1 as 'flower' ,  av0o<;, thus 
reducing the named flowers to one, which finds support in the 
Midrash Rabbah on the Song where Rabbi Judan asks: ' Is not 
habazeleth the same as shoshanah?' And he explains that 'while 
it is still small it is called habazeleth, but when it becomes full 
size it is called shoshanah (Il. 1 ,3)2 On the next verse in the Song, 
'As the lily among thorns, so is my love among the daughters ' ,  the 
Midrash quotes from the Hosea passage, 'I will be as the dew 
unto Israel, he shall blossom as the lily ' ,  and goes on: 

Just as the lily expires only with its scent, so Israel expires 
only with religious acts and good deeds. Just as the whole 
purpose of the lily is to give scent, so the righteous are 
created only for the deliverance of Israel . . .  Just as the lily is 
conspicuous among plants, so Israel is conspicuous among 
the nations . . .  3 

22 

The references to towers is one (4:4; 7:4(2) ; 8 : 10), towers being a 
feature of Jerusalem (for example, 'Uzziah built towers in Jeru­
salem' , Il Chron. 26:9; and, 'number her towers ' ,  Ps. 48: 12) .  The 
next-the innermost circle-is the Temple, built in accordance with 
a heavenly pattern to represent on earth the garden of God. 10 

Finally, at the centre, is the holy of holies, that enclosed space 
into which only the high priest might enter, and then only once a 
year. 

A garden enclosed is my sister, my bride; a spring shut up, a 
fountain sealed. Thy plants are an orchard of pomegranates, 
with pleasant fruits ; camphire with spikenard, spikenard and 
saffron;  calamus and cinnamon with all trees of frankin­
cense; myrrh and aloes, with all the chief spices; a fountain 
of gardens, a well of living waters, and streams from 
Lebanon. (4: 12- 15) 

Rabbi Akiba, in a frequently quoted saying on the Song, said: 
'The Song of Songs is the holy of holies' ,  a statement always 
taken to be metaphorical. But in my study of the Song I have 
come to think that Rabbi Akiba intended it quite literally . He is 
telling us that the Song of Songs is the holy of holies because that 
is what it is about. 

But if this is so, if the Song of Songs is ultimately about the 
Temple, how can we relate to it? How can we understand the love 
which exists so beautifully and movingly between the principal 
protagonists if one of them represents a building, one, moreover, 
which was destroyed two thousand ago? Ideas concerning the 
Temple were taken up and expounded by the early Jewish 
mystical literature, a literature rich in allusions to the Song. But 
this is too vast a subject to enter upon now, and I should, in any 
case, like to attempt an answer to these questions from St  Paul . 

In his first letter to the Corinthians Paul asks in three different 
places: 'Do you not know that you are God' s  temple and that 
God' s  spirit dwells in you?' (3 : 1 6, cf. 1 : 1 9) .  At 6 : 19  he puts it a 
little differently : 'Do you not know that your body is a temple of 
the Holy Spirit within you?' Again, in his second letter to the 
Corinthians, he declares: 'We are the temple of the living God. '  
The word used for 'temple' in  the New Testament when applied 
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to the human person is vaoc;, namely, the inmost part of the 
temple, the shrine or the sanctuary, as distinct from the tcpov, 
which includes the whole Temple enclosure. The theme arises 
elsewhere in a number of ways, especially in John's Gospel and 
in the Revelation, the two works containing the greatest number 
of links with the Song in the new Testament. But for the present 
purpose we need look no further than Paul's conviction that 'we 
are the temple of the living God' (II Cor. 6: 16). 

What then is the love in the Song of Songs revealing to us? It 
is, I believe, the articulation of a relationship-one not experienced 
at the level of ordinary consciousness-the relationship of mutual 
desire which exists between the God of love and the inmost centre 
of the worshipping person, who is a temple of the Holy Spirit. 

The true nature of the love in the Song of Songs, then, is only 
revealed in the context of worship and prayer. And this under­
standing has been particularly promoted in those traditions which 
have used it frequently in the liturgy, Sephardi and Oriental com­
munities in the Jewish tradition, and the monastic communities of 
the West in the Christian tradition. And so we find one Latin 
commentator of the eleventh century, John of Mantua, summing 
up the Song of Songs thus: 

Solomon's intention in this book is to teach contemplation. 

NOTES 
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Testament, ed. R.H. Charles, Oxford, 1913, p. 571. 
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And in that day, says the Lord, you will call me, 'My 
husband', and no longer will you call me, 'My Ba' al' ... 
And I will betroth you to me for ever; I will betroth you to 
me in righteousness and in justice, in steadfast love, and in 
mercy. I will betroth you to me in faithfulness; and you shall 
know the Lord. (2:14-16, 19-20) 

The character of that passage is similar to the general character 
of the Song in that it speaks in terms of union, the union of the 
loving Creator with his creature in the marriage relationship. But, 
with the exception of the word 'vineyards'-a key word in the 
Song, where it occurs nine times-there is no overlap of vocabu­
lary. For a passage in Hosea where the overlap of vocabulary with 
the Song is striking, we must look at the last few verses of the last 
chapter. The words in bold type are those which occur in the 
Song, and the numbers beside them in brackets refer to the times 
they occur. Words in italic refer to related words. 

I will be as the dew (1) unto Israel; he will grow (2) as the 
lily (8) and cast forth his roots as Lebanon (7). His branches 
shall spread, and his beauty shall be as the olive tree, and his 
smell (8) as Lebanon. They that dwell under his shadow (1) 
shall return; they shall revive as the com, and grow as the vine 
(4): his remembrance [shall be] as the wine (6) of Lebanon. 
Ephraim shall say, What have I to do any more with idols? I 
have responded, and I have beheld ( 1) him; I am like a green 
fir tree (1). From me is thy fruit (4). Who is wise that he 
might understand these things? discerning that he might know 
them?... (14:6-9a) 

Thus Hosea concludes by setting forth the ideal for Israel in 
which Ephraim, Hosea's personal name for Israel, renounces the 
idols he was earlier charged with cleaving to ( 4: 17). The passage, 
here based on the Authorised Version which translates the 
Hebrew without amendment, is exceedingly difficult and modem 
scholars all amend it according to the view of who is speaking to 
which each arrives. But, however one interprets it, the metaphors 
remain the same, and so does the fact that it explicitly concerns 
the relationship of God and Israel. What is being set forth here is 
Israel in a totally new and wonderful relationship to his creator 
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INTERPRETING SCRIPTURE BY SCRIPTURE 

The Song of Songs in the light of passages from Hosea 

Psalm 80 and IV Ezra 

SISTER EDMEE SLG 

The principle of interpreting scripture by scripture is an ancient 
one employed by the Fathers of the Church and the Sages of 
Judaism, but much more systematically by these latter than by 
Christians. So, in looking through the relevant articles in A 
Dictionary of Biblical Interpretation, I have found references to 
this method only in articles on Jewish exegesis, notably in the one 
on Midrash by Philip Alexander, in which he writes that an axiom 
of the early Jewish exegetes is 'that scripture is a totally coherent 
and self-consistent body of truth. This means,' he goes on, 'that 
what it says in one place may be interpreted in the light of what it 
says in another.' 1 

If this principle is applied to the interpretation of the Song of 
Songs, meanings emerge which confirm ancient exegesis, both 
Jewish and Christian, and suggest-if that is not putting it too 
mildly-that our modem way of reading the Song as a simple 
human love story altogether misses the rich complexity of its 
design and the direction of its desire. The Song of Songs is, 
indeed, supremely about love, but if we are to interpret the 
biblical literature as a whole with some degree of approximation 
to the intention of its authors we need to recapture the 
understanding, which we have largely lost, that love, above all the 
love of yearning desire, is not confined to love between humans 
but exists paradigmatically between the Creator and his creatures. 

In a well-known passage from Hosea, which is often cited in 
connection with the Song as providing some justification for the 
view that the book is about divine love, the nature of God's  
yearning love is  revealed: 

Therefore, behold, I will allure her, and bring her into the 
wilderness, and speak tenderly to her. And there I will give 
her her vineyards, and make the Valley of Trouble the door 
of hope. And there she shall respond as in the days of her 
youth, as at the time when she came out of the land of Egypt. 
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9 Cf. Ezekiel 5:5, 38 : 12  and Jubilees 8, 12,  19, where the Greek word is 
omphalos, the word used in LXX for 'navel' at the Song of Songs 7:2. 
Cf. also 'The Omphalos Myth and Hebrew Religion' by Samuel 
Terrien in Vetus Testamentum, XX (1970), pp. 315-38, which points to 
a number of scholarly monographs on this subject. Terrien himself 
makes no connection with the Song, the Song having fallen victim to 
an assumption which prevents connections being made. 

10 Cf. Margaret Barker's The Gate of Heaven on the history and symbol­
ism of the Temple, especially the chapter called 'The Garden' . 

London, 199 1 .  

A talk first given on 18 October 1995, with Rabbi Jonathan 
Wittenberg, in the series, 'Jews and Christians Look at the 
Scriptures Together', a course organised by the Council of 
Christians and Jews in conjunction with Birkbeck College. 
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REGINALD SOMERSET-WARD 

RICHARD SOMERSET-WARD 

Lord, help us to forget ourselves and to know Thee. 

This was my grandfather's favourite prayer, one that he used 
constantly throughout his long life. It sums up the epic struggle of 
his own life, and much of his teaching as well. 

I want to tell you about him, partly because I had the great 
good fortune to know him as grandfather and friend for the first 
twenty years of my life, partly because I believe that he was one 
of the great Anglican mystics and teachers of this century. But I 
am neither a theologian nor a very profound human being, so the 
only way I know how to tell you about him is by describing the 
man I knew, and the man I have subsequently come to know 
through his writings. 

Reginald Somerset-Ward was a big man in every sense: bald, 
heavy, kindly, and very funny. That was how a grandson saw him, 
and I knew him fairly well. In my teenage years I went to board­
ing school less than a mile from his home, and would often 
bicycle to his house. He was an old man by then, a widower, well 
into his seventies, but still very active. My favourite venue for our 
conversations was the carpentry shop-for he was a virtuoso car­
penter, and a very skilful bookbinder as well. There was always 
something new being created: a huge dolls' house for my sisters, 
complete with running water and electricity, including a lift that 
really worked; and a puppet theatre for me, again with electric 
lighting, and complete with plays he wrote for it. Most of all there 
were the games. I remember especially a wonderfully violent 
game called 'Good and Evil'. It featured a rifle, a sort of popgun 
loaded with nothing more lethal than corks, which was mounted 
on a swivel at one end of a range. At the other end beautifully 
carved biblical characters appeared automatically, always in twos, 
one good, one evil: Cain and Abel, David and Goliath, and so on. 
The person in control of the rifle had to identify which was which 
in an instant and shoot the evil character. There were immense 
penalties for knocking down a good character. My grandfather's 
attempts to play the game-his aim was good but his 
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13 For this life given up, totally mine and totally theirs, 
I thank God who seems to have wished it entirely 

for the sake of that joy 
in everything and in spite of everything. 

14 In this thank you, which is said for everything in my life 
from now on, 

I certainly include you, friends of yesterday and today, 
and you my friends of this place, 
along with my mother and father, my brothers and sisters 

and their families-
the hundredfold granted as was promised! 

15 And you also, the friend of my final moment, who would not be 
aware of what you were doing. 

Yes, for you also I wish this thank you-and this 'a-dieu'­
to commend you to the God whose face I see in yours. 

And may we find each other, happy 'good thieves', in Paradise, 
if it pleases God, the Father of us both. Amen. 

Algiers, I December 1993 
Tibhirine, 1 January 1994 

In a letter to the Cistercian Order dated 27 May, Dom Bernardo 
Olivera, the Abbot General, commented: 

The life and death of our seven brothers of Atlas is a witness not 
to be forgotten. Let not diplomacy, politics or a non-trans­
cendental view of these events come to deprive us of the voice of 
our martyrs and silence the clamour of their cry of love and faith. 
From the martyrdom of spiritual combat to the martyrdom of 
blood poured out, it is the same cry which calls to forgiveness and 
love of one's enemies. Life is stronger than death: love has the 
last word. 

The martyred monks were: Br Luc Dochier (82, medical doctor), Fr 
Christian de Cherge (59, Prior for twelve years), Br Michel Fleury (52, 
cook and gardener), Br Paul Favre Miville (46, manual worker), Fr 
Celestin Ringeard (63, former teacher), Fr Christophe Lebreton (46, 
novice master and Subprior), and Fr Bruno Lemarchand (66, visiting 
monk from the Cistercian monastery in Morocco). 

19 



even in that which would strike me blindly. 
5 I should like, when the time comes, to have a clear space 

which would allow me to beg forgiveness of God 
and of all my fellow human beings, 
and at the same time to forgive with all my heart the one 

who would strike me down. 
6 I could not desire such a death. 

It seems important to state this. 
7 I do not see, in fact, how I could rejoice 

if this people I love were to be accused indiscriminately 
of my murder. 

It would be to pay too dearly for what will, perhaps, 
be called 'the grace of martyrdom', 

to owe it to an Algerian, whoever he may be, 
especially if he says he is acting in fidelity to what he believes 

to be Islam. 
8 I know the scorn with which Algerians as a whole can be regarded. 
9 I know also the caricature which a certain interpretation 

of Islam encourages. 
It is too easy to give oneself a good conscience 
by identifying this religious way with the fundamentalist ideologies 

of the extremists. 
10 For me, Algeria and Islam are something different: they are a body 

and a soul. 
I have proclaimed this often enough, I believe, in the sure knowledge 

of what I have received from it, 
finding there so often that true strand of the Gospel 
learnt at my mother's knee, my very first Church, 
in Algeria itself in the respect of believing Muslims. 

1 1  My death, clearly, will appear to j ustify those who hastily judged 
me na1ve or idealistic: 'Let him tell us now what he thinks of it ! '  

1 2  But these people must realise that my most avid curiosity 
will then be satisfied. 

This is what I shall be able to do, if God will­
immerse my gaze in that of the Father, 
to contemplate with him his children of Islam just as he sees them, 
all shining with the glory of Christ, 
the fruit of his Passion, filled with the Gift of the Spirit, 

whose secret j oy will 
always be to establish communion and refashion the likeness, 

delighting in the differences. 
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identifications sometimes erratic-were accompanied by the only 
oath I ever heard him use, 'Smell of Abraham ! '  

It would probably come as a great surprise to those who knew 
him only as a teacher and director, but he was a wonderfully mis­
chievous man in his old age. His doctors had imposed a strict 
regime on him. They never got him to give up smoking his pipe, 
but they did make a determined effort to ban alcohol, which for 
him meant wine, of which he was a connoisseur. For some reason 
which escaped us, he could not wait for me and my older sister to 
get our driving licences, but when we did, all was revealed. He 
evinced a sudden desire to visit the great cathedrals of southern 
England, one more time. That was a bit odd, because few mem­
bers of the Church of England had as little use for bricks and 
mortar and ecclesiastical hardware as he did. Nevertheless, we set 
out on a series of journeys, driving him to Chichester and 
Winchester and Salisbury and Bath and points west. These were 
perilous journeys, because it soon became clear that seeing 
cathedrals was not the most important objective, which was lunch. 
This was taken at a hostelry of his choice, which invariably meant 
one with a first-class wine cellar. Sometime in the late afternoon 
we would stagger into a cathedral and sit in a pew for purposes of 
contemplation, which meant sleep . The return journey, in a sort of 
sclerotic mist, seemed a thing of chance, except I do not doubt 
that the Holy Spirit was never further away than the back seat. 

In a very important way that was the story of his life, his com­
plete faith in the presence of the Holy Spirit. I have painted him in 
the way I knew him, as a grandfather and a wonderful companion. 
But there was much more to him than that, and I only began to 
find this out after his death, when I set about the task of gathering 
together his papers. 

I should say first that his ministry, a hugely important one, was 
a hidden, and in some ways a secret one. It lasted almost sixty 
years as a priest in the Church of England, yet for the last forty­
seven of those years he had no parish, no job within the Anglican 
Church, no private income, and no visible means of support. It 
was based on a gigantic act of faith with a curious history. 

As a teenager in the 1 890s, he contracted rheumatic fever. He 
was taken away from school and his mother, a widow whose 
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husband had been a clergyman in the Midlands, took him on 
doctor's orders to Switzerland. This was the normal prescription 
at that time if the doctor had run out of other ideas. He spent three 
glorious years of freedom among the lakes and mountains, being 
tutored and, more important, tutoring himself in mathematics for 
the Cambridge matriculation. He arrived at Pembroke College, 
Cambridge, in the autumn of 1900, having never been to a theatre 
or a dance, played cards, nor touched a drop of alcohol. This 
deplorable condition was swiftly put to rights. After a year he 
changed from Maths to History and gained his Honours Degree in 
two years. History was to be a lifelong passion. His obsession 
with it derived from his interest in people. He loved to read 
history in the form of biography, and he was later, in the 1930s, to 
make a notable contribution himself with a fine biography of 
Robespierre, a leader of the French Revolution. When I arrived in 
Cambridge in 1960 it was still on the recommended reading list 
for the Modern History Tripos. Its full title tells you a lot about 
the author: Maximilien Robespierre, A Study in the Deterioration 
of a Soul. The last paragraph of the book reads as follows: 

The diseases of the soul, made possible by the decrease in its 
vitality, take the form of an abnormal increase in the selfish 
components of a man's character. Self-esteem, self-decep­
tion, and self-absorption, eat into his soul. In consequence 
his spiritual life is decreased and debased, and its energy is 
expended on morbid activities. In the end he who has ex­
cluded God and his fellow man from his view in order to 
gaze at himself has brought the life of his soul to naught. 
This is the tragedy of Maximilien Robespierre. 

Since the age of seven he had wanted to be a priest. At Cam­
bridge the wish became a conviction. It was no ordinary call, and 
it took him by no ordinary path. He never went to theological 
college. Instead, he went to work in a mission run by his college 
in the slums of south London. On one occasion, disguised as a 
tramp (not much of a disguise, in his case), he wandered through 
those grisly slums, getting to know their inhabitants and the awful 
stories which had led them there. He ate with them at the Salva­
tion Army kitchens, and not the least of the skills he learned there 
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On 24 May the BBC World Service announced that it had 
received an unconfirmed report through Moroccan TV in Tangier 
that the GIA had executed the seven monks on 21 May. In Paris, 
Cardinal Lustiger, visibly moved, extinguished seven candles 
which had been burning in Notre Dame cathedral for a month. 
Dom Armand wrote: 

Our brothers can certainly be considered as martyrs of the faith. 
They stayed at Atlas out of fidelity to their faith and to their 
monastic vocation; and the message of the GIA of last month that 
threatened to execute them explicitly said that it was because of 
their Christian religion. We can probably pray to them more than 
for them; and pray also for all other victims of the violence in 
Algeria and elsewhere, and for the small Algerian Church that is 
totally shaken by this tragedy. 

On Pentecost Sunday a document written by Fr Christian, to be 
opened in the event of his death, was made public. It was his 
Spiritual Testament, written between Advent 1993 and Christmas 
1994. 

TESTAMENT 
When we have to face an A-Dieu 

1 If it should happen one day-and it could be today-
that I become a victim of the terrorism which now seems 

ready to engulf 
all the foreigners living in Algeria, 
I would like my community, my Church, my family, 
to remember that my life was given to God and to this country. 

2 I ask them to realise that the Sole Master of all life 
was not a stranger to such a brutal death. 
I ask them to pray for me: 
for how could I be found worthy of such an offering? 

3 I ask them to be able to link such a death with the many other deaths 
which were just as violent, but forgotten through indifference 

and anonymity. 
4 My life has no more value than any other. 

Nor any less value. 
In any case, it has not the innocence of childhood. 
I have lived long enough to know that I share in the evil 
which seems, alas, to prevail in the world, 
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and the monastery of Notre-Dame de l' Atlas. Though he made his 
novitiate in Aiguebelle in France, it was for Atlas, and it was for 
this monastery that he made his Profession. Some years later he 
went to Rome to do two years of intensive study of the Arabic 
language and culture at the Pontifical Institute of Arabic Studies. 
He speaks Arabic fluently and is well versed in the Koran and in 
Muslim religious tradition. He has a profound respect for the 
milieu and the people among whom he has chosen to live. This 
respect is tangible and explains why the ·monastery gradually 
became a place of Islamic-Christian encounter, simply because 
everyone felt they were received there as brothers and sisters and 
that their difference was respected. 

Another member of the community whose presence and 
personality have marked its history is Brother Luc, a doctor by 
profession, aged eighty-two at the time of the abduction, who had 
already been seized for a time as hostage of the National 
Liberation Front (FLN), during the war of Algerian Independence. 
A member of the monastery of Tibhirine since 1946, he has 
become a veritable legend in the region. Without ever adopting 
any political cause, without ever compromising over anything, 
and without going to treat the wounded of any faction whatsoever 
outside the monastery, he never refused to treat the sick who came 
to him in his dispensary at the gate of the monastery, seeing in 
each one a human being in need, an icon of Christ. 

As I write these lines the seven brothers have been missing for 
two weeks, and we have still no news of them. We continue to 
hope that they will all return to us alive. It is hardly feasible that, 
in the present circumstances, they would be able to return to their 
monastery. The community, whom two postulants were preparing 
to join, will live for a time in diaspora and we hope they will be 
able to re-establish themselves in Tibhirine when better times 
come. Had the monks decided themselves to leave Tibhirine dur­
ing the course of the past years, it would have been a bitter blow 
for the local population and of the Church of Algiers and its 
pastor. They refused this, with courage and lucidity. Now that 
they are forced to leave this trial is experience by all with the 
same sorrow, but also the same serenity, as all the plunderings of 
the past years. 
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was a technique for stealing watches. This was taught him by an 
elderly tramp one night beside Blackfriars Bridge. I'm not aware 
that he made much use of it in later life-though he was always 
very punctual. 

Switzerland, meanwhile, provided him with one final blessing. 
On a visit there during his last year at Cambridge he met 
Charlotte Kissam, his beloved Toddie, his wife for almost fifty 
years. She was an American lady from New Jersey. In the space 
of ten days he wooed and won her, proposing, she always main­
tained, beneath a wayside Calvary. They were married in 
Elizabeth, New Jersey, in 1906. He took her off to the London 
slums where, by now, he was a priest serving his second curacy. 

first curacy in the Camberwell Road had been a learning 
experience. Years later he wrote about the first days of it with 
remembered horror: 

I was first taken to my lodgings, two rooms in a nearby 
street, and the sitting-room wall was built against an arch­
way over which the trains ran, which no doubt made the 
sermons I prepared rather bumpy and jolting. My first 
sermon, as is the case with many deacons, was mainly com­
posed of the Athanasian Creed, and left my hearers as 
bewildered as it found me. 

My grandmother Toddie, as well as being notably beautiful, 
was a saintly person, endowed with a great sense of humour. This 
was just as well, for the curacy to which he took her home was in 
another slum parish of London, this one adjacent to a prison. At 
fairly frequent intervals the cannon would sound to warn the local 
residents that a prisoner had escaped. This presented certain 
problems for a young lady from Elizabeth, New Jersey. What to 
do? Did one lock the doors, hide under the bed, and wait for the 
all-clear? Not Toddie. She had a better idea. The moment she 
heard the cannon she would run to open both the front and the 
back doors, on the very wise assumption that an escaping prisoner 
would probably want to run straight through. 

She was relieved of these anxieties in 1908 when my grand­
father accepted an invitation to become Secretary of the Church 
of England Sunday School Institute. In retrospect it seemed a 
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most unlikely job for him because he loathed and distrusted 
institutions and bureaucracies like no man I have ever known. But 
he was unquestionably very good at it: an activist, a pamphleteer, 
a great reformer, perpetually travelling from one end of the 
country to the other. This he did for five years, until he handed in 
his notice, ordered the moving vans, and informed his secretary 
that he had given no destination to the moving vans because he 
had no idea what it would be. As moving day approached he and 
Toddie, who now had a daughter to care for as well, waited and 
watched, and one day the mail brought a letter from the Lord 
Chancellor inviting him to become Rector of the beautiful little 
village of Chiddingfold in Surrey. So Chiddingfold became the 
destination of the moving vans. 

He was there for only two years from 1913 to 1915, because it 
was during this time that he became certain that his calling was 
not to be a pastor in the normal sense, but to be a director of 
souls. He wrote to his bishop, Edward Talbot of Winchester, to 
explain. Talbot was sympathetic, but pointed out that the Church 
of England had no such position. Nevertheless, with a wife and 
two children by now, my father having been born in Chiddingfold, 
with no savings and no private resources at all, he resigned his 
living in the absolute faith that if he was doing the right thing-and 
he knew that he was-God would provide. And God did. 

For the remaining forty-seven years of his life he never held 
another paid job. He and his family moved to a house called 
Ravenscroft in Farncombe, Surrey. From there he conducted his 
ministry, a life that was entirely governed by prayer, that was in a 
large part a mystical life, but which centred around this hidden 
ministry. It was a ministry that might be likened to that of a 
physician, in his case a physician of souls. Individuals came from 
all over the country to see him, and three times a year he under­
took extensive tours, holding what would nowadays be called 
'clinics' in fourteen towns up and down the country. To every 
individual, regardless of whether they were bishops or coal 
miners, dowager duchesses or school teachers, he gave half an 
hour. To some he acted as confessor, to others simply as counsel­
lor. How they came to know of him I have no idea, but his fame 
grew very quickly, a lot of it engendered, no doubt, by the publi-
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During the course of the years the monastery of Tibhirine had 
become a place of Christian-Muslim dialogue. This was the fruit 
of a natural evolution, and not of anything planned. One the one 
hand the monastery is a place of prayer, and on the other hand the 
monks have always been very respectful of the local people, cul­
ture and religion. A group of profoundly religious Muslims 
gradually began to frequent the monastery. As a result a Chris­
tian-Muslim dialogue group, the Ribat (an Arabic word meaning 
'link') was formed, which met regularly in the monastery for 
prayer and discussion. Three of the eleven missionaries assassi­
nated during these past years had been members of this group. On 
Christmas night 1995 six Muslim neighbours celebrated the feast 
of Christmas with the monks. Obviously everyone thought of the 
visit of the six 'brothers of the mountain' two years earlier. 

The Church in Algeria, so affected during the course of the past 
years by the above-mentioned murders and the departure of many 
of its faithful, both Algerians and French, to France, is united 
around its bishop, Henri Teissier. These Christians who have 
chosen to remain and continue their Gospel presence, seem to 
have received the same grace of serenity and humble courage of 
which I spoke above in reference to the monks of Tibhirine. The 
whole Church is deeply affected by the abduction of the monks. 
During Holy Week, which I had the grace of celebrating in 
Algiers, I was able to see how important the monastery was for all 
these Christians. Important for no other reason than the simple 
fact of being a completely contemplative monastery. It was a 
place of prayer and peace where all could go from time to time to 
prayer, and where all were received as brothers and sisters. Even 
in these past years when the religious, the sisters and the priests 
had almost all had to regroup in Algiers, and when it had become 
alomst impossible to go to the monastery, the road being too 
dangerous, the community of Tibhirine continued to be perceived 
as one of the 'lungs' of the diocese. 

The brothers of the monastery were unanimous in their com­
mitment, their courage and their desire to remain at Tibhirine. 
They are all well loved by the population and the Christians of the 
diocese. However, a special tribute should be paid to Fr Christian, 
their Superior for the past twelve years. He had chosen Algeria 
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Marie of the Sisters of Notre Dame des Apotres in September 
1995; and Sr Odette on 10 November 1995. Each time the monks 
of Tibhirine asked themselves the same question: should they 
leave or should they stay? 

Each time they decided to stay. Each time it was a decision 
taken after prayer and dialogue, a decision that was lucid, 
courageous, serene and unanimous. Not one of them 'desired' 
martyrdom. Christian, speaking to a group of lay people shortly 
before his abduction, said that such a desire would be a sin since 
it would be to desire that a 'terrorist brother' should sin against 
the divine commandment, 'Thou shalt not kill' . His daily prayer 
during these past months had been, 'Lord, disarm me, and disarm 
them. ' 

Why did they stay? Simply out of fidelity to their vocation to 
be a humble Christian contemplative presence on Algerian soil, 
since the Church has the right and the duty to be present in all 
exceptional situations, just as in normal circumstances. Fidelity, 
too, to all the Algerians with whom they had established links of 
solidarity and friendship over a period of more than sixty years. 
Above all, fidelity to the people round about who seemed pro­
tected from all kinds of exactions, from one party or another, by 
the total neutrality of the monks. 

I [Dom Armand] had occasion to visit them in January 1996, 
two months before the abduction. What struck me was their 
serenity. They didn't  play the hero; some of them did not hide a 
certain fear. What had always 'saved' them in this situation had 
been continuing to live a completely normal monastic life, with its 
balance of manual labour, reading of the Word of God and the 
Divine Office. And so, on the night of Christmas 1993, after the 
departure of the six terrorists (the 'brothers of the mountain' ,  as 
they called them), the bell was rung and they went to church to 
celebrate Christmas Vigils and Midnight Mass, as if nothing had 
happened. It was with the same logic that, a little more than two 
years later, Father Amedee and Father Jean-Pierre, having dis­
covered with a priest retreatant that their seven confreres had 
been abducted, and after having tried in vain to inform the police, 
went to the church to celebrate Vigils, then Lauds and the 
Eucharist. 
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cation of a series of books in the 1920s and 1930s. The first of 
these books was called The Way. It was anonymous, and all sub­
sequent volumes in the series were credited simply to 'The 
Author of The Way'. To Jerusalem in the Library of Anglican 
Spirituality, edited by Susan Howatch (SCM, 1994), is one of 
them. Yet an enormous number of people appeared to know who 
he was. When he died in 1962 two of his friends from the 1920s, 
Eric Abbot, the Dean of Westminster, and Michael Ramsey, the 
Archbishop of Canterbury, organised a memorial service at 
Westminster Abbey. More than 3,000 people came. Who they all 
were we never knew, nor were we meant to know, but they were a 
testimony to a remarkable ministry. 

One of the people to whom he was spiritual director recalled 
his first impressions of him thus: 

My first sight of him was in the side chapel of All Saints' 
Church, Newcastle-upon-Tyne, in 1944. He was sitting well 
wrapped up, an overcoat beneath his surplice. There was no 
heating in the church. It was winter. His expression was 
serious, but kindly and welcoming. He was sturdily built and 
gave an impression of strength. His face in repose could look 
stem, and so it could sometimes in action. But it would 
change in a flash to a twinkling, often puckish grin. Humour, 
gravity, lightness of touch, firmness-these qualities appeared 
and reappeared as the occasion drew them out. As I remem­
ber him, he struck me not as a judge ready to find fault, but 
more like a family doctor concerned to make you well, con­
cerned for release from any kind of sickness, concerned for 
wholeness. And yet even this image of the doctor is not 
adequate to convey the person. For there was more ... There 
was about him the air, the look, of one whose conversation 
was in Heaven. So it was, for prayer was absolutely central 
to his life. It came before everything else. He was above all a 
man of God. 

How he was supported through those years was really no 
mystery. A few weeks after he resigned his living at Chiddingfold 
he was told by a friend that he would be 'looked after' .  He never 
knew how, or by whom. He simply had faith that every time he 
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went to the bank to cash a cheque, it would be honoured. He lived 
pretty frugally. His diaries of his holidays, which were almost 
always walking tours in England or France, detailed every penny 
he spent. Frugal, yes, but by no means uncomfortable. After he 
died I discovered that in 1915 a group of his friends had estab­
lished something called the Ward Fund. The leader of these 
friends was an exact contemporary of his, an Oxford don who at 
that time was Headmaster of Repton School. His name was 
William Temple. When Temple became Archbishop of Canter­
bury in 1942 my grandfather accepted the only 'job' he ever held 
after 1915, as honorary and unpaid chaplain to the Archbishop 
during his tragically short archiepiscopate. 

II 

In this brief narrative of his life I have dwelt chiefly on my grand­
father's early years, because they were the formative years of a 
personal life and a ministry which would have an enormous 
impact on untold numbers of people, on the Church of England 
itself, and on Anglican spirituality in particular. The facts of his 
early life were merely the exterior covering for a massive internal 
struggle during which he developed the spirituality, the rule of 
life, and the mysticism, which were to govern the way he lived 
and taught. It was no accident that The Way was the title of that 
first and most famous book. 

What is important is that this spiritual development and learn­
ing took place not in a monastery or a hermitage, but while he was 
in the world, living his days in a torrent of activity and activism 
for the Sunday School Institute, as a priest, a husband and a 
father. If he was a mystic (and, yes, he was), and if he taught the 
Mystical Way to Christ (and, yes, he did), then he lived and 
taught these things in an entirely practical way. He speaks to me 
through his writings, just as he once spoke to me in the flesh, as 
an entirely practical guide to a life in, and of, the world, but a life 
that is dedicated solely to Christ. 

There are two strands of his teaching that intertwine, yet are 
separate. The Way of personal devotion and dedication is, he 
taught, a universal way, one that is available to every one of us. 
But there is also a Mystical Way to Christ. The Mystical Way is 
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where no arms had ever entered, and requested that the conver­
sation take place outside the monastery. Attiya agreed to this. He 
presented to the monks, as 'religious' like himself and his group 
of Islamists, three demands of co-operation. To each one Chris­
tian replied that it wasn't possible; each time he said, 'You have 
no choice,' Christian replied, 'Yes, we have a choice.' He left 
saying that he would send his emissaries with a password. As he 
was leaving Christian said, 'You have come here armed just as we 
are preparing to celebrate Christmas, the feast of the Prince of 
Peace.' He replied, 'I am sorry, I didn't know.' 

The miracle was that not only did Sayah Attiya leave that even­
ing without cutting the throats of the monks and without 
brutalising them, but that he did not return, nor did he send his 
emissaries. When, about two months later, he was seriously 
wounded in a confrontation with the security forces, he suffered 
for nine days in the mountain district nearby before dying, but he 
did not send for the monastery doctor, which was one of the 
demands to which Christian had said that he could not respond. 
The monks never bought their safety by any concession whatever, 
and they never condoned any form of violence, but for them every 
person, even a terrorist, was a human person worthy of under­
standing. 

When later the Algerian administration wished to impose 
armed military protection on the monastery, the community flatly 
refused this protection, using the same argument that arms have 
no place in a house of prayer and peace. 

After this 'visit' of Christmas 1993, the community dialogued 
for a long time on the attitude they should take. They seriously 
considered leaving. Finally, after having prayed, dialogued and 
taken advice, they decided to remain for the present, while 
foreseeing the possibility of moving rapidly to Algiers or 
Morocco if the situation became more dangerous. 

During the two following years eleven religious of the diocese 
of Algiers were assassinated, in five different attacks: Henri 
Verges, Marist Brother and Sr Paule-Helene, Little Sister of the 
Assumption, in May 1994; Sr Caridad and Sr Esther, Spanish 
Augustinians, in October 1994; the four White fathers of Tizi 
Ouzou in December of the same year; Srs Bibiane and Angele-
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A MODERN MARTYRDOM 

The Seven Trappist Monks of Tibhirine 

On 26 March seven monks from the monastery of Notre Dame de 
[ 'Atlas in Algeria were abducted by a guerrilla group, the Armed 
Islamic Group, who held them hostage in an attempt to bargain 
with the French government for the release of Algerian terrorists 
held prisoner in France. When France refused to negotiate, the 
guerrillas beheaded the monks on 21 May. 

We are grateful to Dom Armand Veilleux, the Procurator 
General of the Cistercian Order, for allowing us to reproduce the 
documents in this article. We also thank the monks of Mount St 
Bernard Abbey, Leicestershire, for sending the translation of the 
'Testament' of Father Christian de Cherge and for keeping us 
informed of events as they unfolded. 

The following background history to the abduction was written 
by Dom Armand shortly after he received the news. 

The night of Christmas 1993 was for the community of Notre 
Dame de l' Atlas in Tibhirine a decisive moment, and above all 
one of great spiritual intensity. Let us first examine the context. 
At the beginning of 1992 the interruption of the electoral process 
had led Algeria to a very volatile situation, with the suppression 
of the Islamic Salvation Front (FIS) as a political party, the 
imprisonment of its leader, and, later the formation of several 
armed groups, in particular the Armed Islamic Group (GIA). On 
14  December 1993 twelve Croatian Catholics known to the monks 
had had their throats cut at Tamesguida, a few kilometres from 
the monastery. 

It was in this context that a few days later, on the evening of 24 
December 1993, after the evening meal, a group of six armed 
Islamists presented themselves at the monastery. The leader of the 
group, Emir Sayah Attiya, was known as a terrorist of redoubtable 
violence. He was responsible for the death of the Croatians and, 
according to the security forces, had cut the throats of 145 
persons. His exchange with Fr Christian, Superior of the com­
munity at Tibhirine, was extraordinary. Fr Christian, appealing to 
the Koran, told him that the monastery was a place of prayer 
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available to us all, certainly, but it is a way that is necessarily 
suited only to a few. God often works powerfully through those 
few. This differentiation between the Way and the Mystical Way 
is important. 

Since most of us belong to the many rather than the few, let me 
say something first about his teaching of the Way for us. It is the 
way to Jesus Christ, but it was a way, he maintained, which is 
impossible for us to follow as flawed and weak human beings, 
unless we can make use of an outside power. And that power is 
the Holy Spirit. To make use of it in order to be powered by it we 
must surrender to it. That is the hardest thing of all. But we have 
two things we can off er to God, our time and our desire. So we 
must devise a rule of life in which we offer those two things to 
God. In a letter he sought to define some priorities for such a rule, 
and you may be surprised by the order of the priorities: 

Your main duty in this world is to get the best out of your 
body, mind and soul with which God has endowed you. You 
endanger this duty whenever you give up the right priorities 
that govern the spiritual life. The first priority is prayer, by 
which the soul has contact with God, and receives the life 
which alone gives lasting value to all that is done in this life. 
The second priority is rest and recreation without which the 
body cannot be kept fit for God's service . . .  The third 
priority is the work He gives you to do for His glory and 
purpose . . .  If you get these priorities out of their right order, 
God loses (and incidentally, you suffer). In different lives, 
these priorities have different measures of time, but never of 
order. 

It may seem strange that he placed rest and recreation above 
work, but he believed it profoundly and it was clear in his own 
life. Enormously hard though he worked (and he assumed by 
implication that everyone he advised did so as well), it was at 
times when he was busy in his carpentry shop or at his book­
binding that his spirit revived. 

There were those who thought they could take advantage of 
such a priority. An eminent bishop once admitted to me that he 
had attempted to. He was a parish priest in the East End of 
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London where he had acquired a reputation as a preacher for 
missions in the late 40s and early 50s, when parish missions were 
much in fashion. He was fed up with leading missions, so during a 
carefully rehearsed interview with my grandfather he sought 
agreement that he ought to have more rest and recreation in his 
life, and this surely meant that he should give up taking missions. 
Absolutely, my grandfather agreed, with a twinkle in his eye. 
Imagine the priest's horror when, less than a month later, he 
received a letter from the Rector of Farncombe. Farncombe, it 
said, was going to have a parish mission, and Father Somerset­
Ward had recommended that this priest should be asked to lead it. 
He felt he had no option but to lead it, and he admitted that he got 
the message loud and clear on the opening night when he gave his 
first address to a packed church, with my grandfather sitting in the 
very front pew, grinning like the Cheshire cat. 

Incidentally seeing him in church was something of an event. 
He rarely went to services. He had a chapel in his own house and 
spent many hours of every day there on his knees, but he avoided 
churches. Nor was he much good at liturgy. My father once told 
me that he severely doubted whether my baptism, administered by 
my grandfather, was truly valid, so muddled had the service been. 

If prayer, rest and work were the priorities of The Way, then 
my grandfather also understood that, for each one of us, there 
were hindrances in our paths, hindrances to our contact with God. 
Principally they were sin and fear. Sin was a choice made by free 
will, and it sprang almost incessantly from the dominance of self­
love in the soul. The remedy must be repentance. But he believed 
that fear was almost as great a hindrance as sin, fear of many 
kinds, both mental and physical, and, for many of us, fear of the 
next world or of our ability to attain it. By grandfather had one 
terrible fear with which he battled all his life, that of claustro­
phobia, and another he used to talk about at the end of his life, the 
humiliations of old age. 'Our main task,' he said, 'is to exercise 
faith in the face of fear.' 

I have said enough about The Way to give you an idea of the 
practical rule of life that he taught, a rule that was centred around 
prayer, or it was nothing. As a body of teaching it is contained in 
that series of books by the anonymous 'Author of the Way', as 
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goodness for the past and his sustaining grace over the years; an 
we eagerly anticipate all that he will do in the future. 'For all that 
has been-Thanks. For all that shall be-Yes.' 

St Isaac's Retreat 
June 1996 
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We decided that we wanted to learn more about the history of 
this area, so in March we visited Waitangi National Reserve, 
spending an afternoon at the Centre, Treaty House and Meeting 
House. There were good videos and commentaries and we were 
able to spend two hours absorbing the information and atmos­
phere. Before Whitsun we went to Mangungu Mission House near 
Horeke. This is the first Methodist Mission in the Hokianga, and 
as we were to only two visitors at the time we had the curator's 
undivided attention. Consequently we saw and learnt more than 
we might have done if others had been there. 

Our expectation that we would be resident in, the Warden's 
House by this time has unfortunately had to be revised. We were 
warned that things tend to happen slowly in the North, and though 
we have happily adapted to Northland' s pace, it does mean that 
the Guest House is not likely to be available for retreatants until 
around October. Meanwhile, the plans for work on the Warden's  
House are almost complete and we hope i t  will begin in  July. We 
are very much looking forward to the move and to being in a 
situation where we can more easily share our silence and solitude 
with others, though the months of living in these rather cramped 
conditions have been good for us on many levels. Perhaps in 
particular they have helped us out of the rather formal ways we 
have been used to in England, and into a new pattern, which is 
vital if we are to make the cultural shift. They have also 
strengthened our life of prayer and faith, which under easier 
conditions can become something we take for granted. 

We have been conscious of your support during this time: 
thank you very much indeed. In all sorts of ways your care and 
concern has been shown, both in prayer and in many concrete 
expressions of solidarity, so that we have been moved again and 
again by the generosity which welcomes and encourages us. 
Please continue to pray for us, as we do for you. 

At the beginning of August we shall be celebrating the 
Community's Patronal Festivals. This year SLG will be ninety. It 
will the first time in its history that there has been a House 
outside the UK, although we have Oblate Sisters, Priest 
Associates, Companions and members of the Fellowship in many 
parts of the world. It will be a time of thanksgiving for God's 
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well as in a massive series of four hundred and fifty-seven printed 
'Instructions' which were sent over the years to all who came to 
him for advice and counsel . 

The second, and much less well-known, part of his teaching 
was what I have called The Mystical Way. His own name for it 
was 'The Road', and whatever claim can be made that he belongs 
to the great line of English mystics-from Richard Rolle and Julian 
of Norwich onwards-is contained in his book, The Road to the 
Mystical City of Jerusalem. It is his most important book, yet it 
has never been published because he said it never should be. It 
was written as early as 1910 when he was still enmeshed in the 
hectic organisational life of the Sunday School Institute. That is 
why those early years when he was still in his twenties were so 
important. The book was privately printed and copies given to 
those three or four hundred people who had chosen to make the 
massive commitment entailed in following The Road. Although it 
has much in common with the teaching of the Way, it is an 
infinitely greater commitment to a contemplative life of mystical 
prayer and to a life of absolute obedience. That does not mean, 
and it has never meant, that its followers were limited to those in 
the cloistered life-quite the contrary. 

The Road is introduced by a verse from the Letter to the 
Hebrews: 

Let us therefore go forth unto Jesus without the camp, bear­
ing his reproach. For we hav� not here an abiding city, but 
we seek after the city which is to come. 

The camp is clearly the world with all its attendant baggage, and 
so he wrote, 'I am emboldened to make a humble Road Book for 
the use of such travellers as shall desire to journey from the camp 
of the world of senses to the mystical city of Jerusalem.' 

The Road Book is a guide, a road map, for those dedicated 
people who are prepared to make this huge commitment. I believe 
that, is why he would not allow it to be published. It was what he 
called 'a group manuscript', written for a small group of people 
who had made the commitment to travel The Road. I am not com­
petent to discuss The Road, or its teaching, but I would not want 
you to think there is anything sinister or secret about it. Its origins 
are in the ancient Christian idea of the group linked by prayer, an 
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idea that goes directly back to Our Lord and his disciples. There 
have always been such groups. They belong to no person or 
organisation, but to the Holy Spirit. Historically, each such group 
has dwindled away, but the Holy Spirit has not. Thus the group 
that my grandfather formed is still in existence today, but 
inevitably dwindling in its earthly manifestation. For that reason 
it may be that the Road Book should now be published in some 
limited way. 

The life of The Road is only for the very few. It is a gigantic, 
all-embracing commitment to a life of prayer and obedience that 
is almost impossible for most of us to undertake. The vast major­
ity of people who committed themselves to follow The Road were 
and are people in and of the world. Most often they do not know 
each other, but they know of each other because they are linked in 
prayer. Through them the Holy Spirit can do wondrous things. 

The mystical life of The Road, the more practical life of The 
Way. It's all rather awesome, isn't it? Are these things really 
meant to apply to us? Or are they just for the mystical few, the 
people who have the luxury of being able to contemplate these 
things from outside the hurly-burly of life? My grandfather was 
never far from the hurly-burly of life, yet he believed that every 
one of us, whoever we are, wherever we are, has time and has 
desire. Those are the gifts we have to give back to God and we 
can only begin to do so in prayer. 

Consider his own life: he was born in 1881, died in 1962. He 
lived through the greatest upheavals in human experience, incred­
ible advances, terrifying cataclysms. Reading his diary, which he 
kept retrospectively, you can see it all, from the uncertainties 
occasioned by Queen Victoria's death in 1901 to the horrors of 
the Holocaust and unveiling of the atomic bomb in 1945. His faith 
in human beings may often have faltered, but never his faith in 
God. Sometimes, it is true, his diary leaves the reader slightly 
confused about what is progress and what is regression. A single, 
terse entry for 1930 reads as follows: 

I first rode in a motor car in June, 1906. I first flew in an 
aeroplane in October, 1928. I started using the Revised 
Prayer Book in January, 1929. 
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In many way acclimatisation has been made easier because we 
bring with us a well-tried pattern of life. It has been good to find 
the days taking on a recognisable shape as we have established 
our regular hours of prayer, both corporate and solitary. We have 
now built up a sixfold Office during the day which includes 
unchanged the two Offices prayed so faithfully over the years by 
Clem. For the Eucharist we can only really rely on the Sunday 
celebration at our local church, with an occasional midweek 
celebration here at St Isaac's. This is quite a new rhythm for us, 
bringing its own hunger, but it seems to be right for the place and 
the time and to carry its own special blessing. We are very grate­
ful to have been allowed the Reserved Sacrament in the chapel 
since May, which makes a big difference. Of course, Holy Week 
and Easter were very significant for us, being both our first at St 
Isaac's and our first in the southern hemisphere. So it was particu­
larly good to be able to have all the ceremonies, from a wet Palm 
Sunday right through to the new fire of Easter, 'very early in the 
morning.' It is one of the great blessings of our life to be able to 
express the deep truths of the Christian faith through liturgy , and 
it seems that the strength and majesty of the land welcome it. 
There is a reciprocal rootedness. 

Between Christmas and Easter we had the opportunity of meet­
ing many from this country and elsewhere who encouraged us 
with their interest in our life and the assurance of their prayers. It 
is good to know that we have a link with several of our bishops 
and their dioceses. Three bishops and their wives have visited us 
and we were able to show them round and share our hopes for the 
future. Locally we have the support of our Maori pastorate and 
church, as well as our neighbours, many of whom have known 
Clem for many years. Father Gregory CSWG spent three nights 
here while he was visiting New Zealand, and this was a real link 
with England, as our two communities have close ties. He also 
celebrated the Eucharist in Clem's new cottage and blessed it. In 
May Wendy and Derek Hardy, Sr Margaret Theresa's sister and 
brother-in-law, visited us during their week in New Zealand, and 
it was a joy to entertain them. They made a video of our setting to 
give our Sisters a fuller picture of our life here, and we are 
grateful for their generosity and kindness. 
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LETTER FROM NEW ZEALAND 

Holy God, we praise thy Name; 
Lord Almighty we confess thee; 
All the earth doth thee acclaim 
And in awe and wonder bless thee: 
Thou, who wast before all time, 
Art eternal, high, sublime. 

The opening verse of the Lauds hymn for Trinity Sunday 
expresses some of our feelings at this time, as we marvel at God's 
goodness, love and enabling these past six months. It has indeed 
been a new experience for us, and not least to be so far away from 
the rest of our Community at a time when important decisions and 
discussions have been taking place. To rely on phone and fax has 
not really been our method of communication previously, but 
often it is the only way when the post is erratic. 

We are having to adapt to climate, culture and circumstances. 
Having been thrown in at the deep end, so to speak, it has taken 
time to surface and really feel at home. The most obvious dif­
ference is the seasons, and we are experiencing autumn and 
winter in the months when we have previously had spring and 
summer. But the seasons themselves are different here, and to 
have snowdrops, narcissi and many flowering shrubs and trees in 
autumn is a real joy. These sorts of changes reflect on our 
settling-in, as well as the move from city/town life to a rural set­
ting. There is a warmth and friendliness that greets us, and an 
informality that enables us to laugh with others when our interpre­
tation of language shows our different background. However, 
settling-in has also meant adapting to living in the Guest House 
where space is limited and every movement can be heard. We are 
still seeking to live our life of silence and solitude in this tem­
porary situation and this is not easy in the confined area. The 
rhythm of our day has the Divine Office and times of prayer at the 
centre, but work times now include shopping for all our needs, 
collecting the post and working in buildings three or four minutes 
walk from each other. No longer is our work departmentalised; we 
cover everything between us, including preparations in the 
Warden's House prior to its renovation and our move there. 

8 

Deeply suspicious of bureaucracies and committees though he 
always was, he nevertheless played a rather remarkable role 
within the established Church. His Sunday School reforms in the 
first decade of the century were evidence of that. So was the part 
he played in the 20s and 30s as a prophet and pioneer in the 
movement to formalise the role of deaconesses within the Church 
of England. And it could be said that during the last thirty years 
of his life he had a peculiarly powerful position within the Church 
of England, though he would be deeply shocked to hear me say 
so. Many of his friends and pupils, from Temple and Ramsey on 
the Bench of Bishops, to teachers like Evelyn Underhill and 
Charles Raven, became influential people within the Church. It 
was a strange paradox for such a hidden ministry. 

He was pre-eminently a spiritual director, a physician of souls. 
Martin, writing in English Spirituality, called him, 'probably the 
most influential spiritual director of modern Anglicanism'. That is 
not an area I want to explore here; suffice to say that he did on 
one occasion pass on to a friend his own recipe for spiritual 
direction: 'For every pound of spiritual direction, use eight 
ounces of prayer, three ounces of theology, three ounces of com­
mon sense and two ounces of psychology'. 

Even though as a teenager I had very little idea of his real life 
and ministry, of the intense internal struggle he had waged all his 
life, of the hours he spent each day in prayer, of the mystical side 
of his life, yet I was never in doubt that he was a man of God. 
And I saw it best in the serenity with which he died. If, for all 
those years he had been a Pilgrim on the Road, then he 
approached the Final Mystery with a certainty and a joy which 
was wonderful to behold. 

But if he were here now I rather fancy he would be glancing at 
his watch and muttering, 'Smell of Abraham!' Time to end. 

This article was one of a series of Lenten addresses given this 
year at the Church of St Thomas, New York. 
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BOOKS 

THE POWER OF SACRIFICE by Ian Bradley. Darton Longman 
and Todd, 1995, £11.95. 

The theme of this book, in the author's own words, is 'the power 
and the centrality of the principle of sacrifice which lies at the 
very heart of God and animates the entire created world'. 

Bradley however feels that sacrifice, like death, has become 
one of the great taboo words of the twentieth century; it is seldom 
mentioned now in sermons, and never to candidates for ordination 
or for the Religious Life. In our culture self-surrender and letting 
go are taken as signs of weakness not strength. What we value is 
freedom of choice and the individual's right to self-fulfilment. If 
ever we fail to find ourselves in perfect contentment, our remedy 
is an unremitting self-scrutiny, searching out those events or 
persons that have impaired our full development. Where such 
views prevail, the language of sacrifice is obsolete, archaic, part 
of the litter left behind by history. 

Having posed the problem, Bradley tackles it by an examina­
tion of what sacrifice truly is, not just as it has been understood in 
the Christian world through the centuries up to our .own day, but 
also in Hinduism, Judaism, in primal religions, and in nature 
itself. The last is considered in a fascinating chapter on 'Unselfish 
Genes and Suicidal Cells'. 

Sacrifice is not something we do in order to appease or recon­
cile an angry God. God is not the object of sacrifice, he is the 
subject. What God always does is to limit himself to give us space 
to be, to surrender himself to allow us freedom, and to sacrifice 
himself for our redemption. This self-giving, self-limiting which 
is the source of life for others is God's most essential characteris­
tic and is, therefore, a universal principle to be found everywhere 
in the plant and animal world, but in its clearest form in the story 
of the peoples. Sacrifice is not to be understood as a single 
moment of death and destruction. It is rather a dynamic movement 
of life-into-death-into-life-for-others. If we confine sacrifice to 
crucifixion, we confine it to self-destruction and humiliation; 
admirable maybe, but of only doubtful use to others. On the 
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The Spirit of God was at the tiller of Abba Arsenius's boat. The 
way of solitude, of silence, is a way to God. In the other boat 
there was a heavenly party. Conviviality is also a way to God. 
Two boats but both on the one river, making the same journey. 

So we can have a deep assurance and trust in the divine 
wisdom which comes out of the mouth of the Most High, but who 
is at the same time the deepest wisdom, the deepest truth, the 
deepest love within our community life, working through all our 
exchanges and interchanges. This is the wisdom which, as the 
Great 'O' antiphon of Advent puts it: 'reachest from one end to 
another, mightily and sweetly ordering all things'. We put our 
trust today in that divine wisdom, and rejoice in the promise that 
she will put on our Community 'a fair garland and a beautiful 
crown'. 

The Right Reverend Richard Harries is Visitor of the Community. 
Sister Rosemary was blessed and installed as Mother at Fairacres 
on 9 June. 
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always distrust her own frailty, and remember that the bruised 
reed is not to be broken'. 

Lovely words, and nobody would be elected the Mother of a 
community like this who did not already have them engraved in 
her heart. But the task is not easy, the need for a more than human 
wisdom very great. The natural tendency in the world, as was 
made clear in today's Gospel (Luke 22:24-27), is always to im­
pose one's own way, one's own will, on other people. But in a 
community of grace like this the danger is almost the opposite 
one: of being so accommodating to the perspective of others that 
one's own vision becomes blurred. This leads to yet another 
danger, to be so tugged and tom between different options that no 
direction is given. So how great the need for that divine wisdom 
which can keep us free of these three dangers, leading us clearly 
but gently forwards, ever more deeply into the divine purpose that 
sustains our lives. 

Sister Rosemary needs our prayers and has them: and we need 
the prayers of one another. To the outside world SLG has a clear 
identity. The outsider could hardly recognise any differences of 
emphasis, any nuances, let alone identify them with the Carmelite 
or Benedictine streams that have flowed into this particular lake 
of the Lord. But you who live the life day and night, day by day, 
know these different perspectives. But yet again, they are only 
nuances, only differences of emphasis. And they are a gift, not a 
problem. They are part of the richness of the Community: not to 
be worried over as a source of strain but to be received as a gift, 
as the potential for further blessing. 

From the Desert Fathers we learn how a young man went to 
consult some monks in order to find the authentic way to God. He 
met Abba Arsenius, who said nothing. So they simply shared 
silence together. He then met Abba Moses, an ex-robber, who 
greeted him cheerfully and offered him warm hospitality. The 
young man, who was understandably confused, prayed to God and 
received a vision. This showed 

two large boats on a river. In one he saw Abba Arsenius, and 
the Spirit of God sailing in perfect peace. And in the other 
boat was Abba Moses, with the angels of God, and they were 
all eating honey-cakes. 
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contrary, Jesus thought about his sacrifice in terms of an abundant 
harvest: 'unless a corn of wheat dies, it abides alone, but if it dies 
it yields a rich harvest' (John 12:24). He saw death as a source of 
new life and the means whereby life grows, develops and 
expands. 

Sacrifice, then, is not life-denying, it is about the enhancement 
and communication of life by self-limitation and self-denial. It is 
the way we grow in discipleship of Christ, but it also applies to all 
aspects of life in this world. It is often necessary for adults to 
sacrifice some of their own happiness, sexual inclinations, 
professional ambitions, in the interests and for the welfare of 
others. Every parent is only too well aware of this! The essence of 
sacrifice is the surrender of what is good and precious for the 
increase of what is better and fuller. The root meaning of sacrifice 
is 'to make holy' and so the thing which we surrender is made 
holy by being given back to God and by being made useful for the 
good of some other. This is a dynamic holiness which empowers 
the offering and makes it fertile for the production of new life. 
The servant in George Herbert's hymn, 'Teach me my God and 
king,' surrenders time and energy which thus become fruitful for 
the welfare of all in the house. Sacrifice, says Bradley, is nothing 
else but that power which drives life in the material world, and 
the principle of energy within the life of the Holy Trinity. 
Therefore every act of self-giving and self-limitation brings us 
into identity with the holiness of God. It is the way we become 
one with God. 

The author then traces out these ideas in primitive religions, in 
the old Testament, the New Testament, the pre-Reformation 
Church, Victorian and Edwardian thought, up to the views of the 
twentieth century, including the views of recent astronomers and 
physicists. It is a fascinating story which will well repay earnest 
study by any thinking person of today, but perhaps (in the context 
of this publication) more particularly by any person concerned 
with the Religious Life and its rather imponderable future. 
Sacrifice has been the essence and the meaning of Religious Life 
in all its many forms and through all its centuries of life. But 
since those were the years when we regularly thought of sacrifice 
as crucifixion, we also thought that the life must be a life of self-
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abnegation and humiliation, a life lived against nature. As the 
Principles of the Society of the Sacred Mission put it: 'Resolutely 
begin to account yourself at all times the least and most unworthy 
of all-in any work you have no claim to either gratitude or praise­
seek that work which is lowest and most servile, this you can 
nearly always most safely do.' In fact we could almost say of the 
Religious Life as a whole what Bradley says of the 1914-1918 
years, 'Never has the language of sacrifice been so nobly invoked 
or so shamefully abused. Few conflicts have been entered with 
such high ideals and ended so often in such total disillusionment'. 
With our eyes fixed unwaveringly on those ubiquitous crucifixes 
we aimed to become holy by becoming victims, choosing what we 
didn't want, and doing what we couldn't do, as if holiness was a 
heavenly attribute to be earned by sweat, rather than a fertile 
ground of new life for others. This whole era has passed away 
within the last few decades as our society has become more and 
more disenchanted with the whole sacrificial ethic, and the 
numbers of candidates for the Religious Life continues to decline. 
Because of both these factors, we in communities have been 
gradually replacing the old language of self-abnegation with a 
new vocabulary of self-fulfilment and self realisation so that the 
community life becomes geared mostly to the needs of its 
members. But if the Religious Life is not about sacrifice, it is 
about nothing at all, and this fate too has befallen some of us! 

High on the agenda of those who are praying and hoping for 
the recovery of the Religious Life in the Church and in the world 
must be the recovery of the true meaning of sacrifice and its 
power, and, to begin that recovery, this book would be an 
excellent aid. 

RALPH MARTIN SSM 
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DIVINE WISDOM 

A Homily by Richard, Bishop of Oxford 
on the Installation of Sister Rosemary 

as Reverend Mother 

The divine wisdom is with us. She has been, and she will be still. 
For God himself, in the person of his Holy Spirit, fills and 
permeates our life as a community, leading us ever deeper into his 
loving purpose. So we can have a deep assurance and trust in that 
wisdom and embrace the words of Proverbs 4:5, read this morn­
ing: 'She will place on your head a fair garland; she will bestow 
on you a beautiful crown'. These words are not for any one 
individual, but for the Community as a whole. For divine wisdom 
is a gift to the body, and works through all its members. She 
places a fair garland on the Community and a crown on our 
common life in Christ. 

Elections can be unsettling times. Some of the old certainties, 
the familiar assumptions, the things we have long taken for 
granted, suddenly seem shaken up, less certain. What does it all 
mean? Where are we going? An unsettling time with unsettling 
questions. But to go through and to handle a real election, one 
that is not a mere formality or a foregone conclusion, is a mark of 
maturity in a community. It is certainly comfortable to sit back 
and watch the mantle of Elijah being passed effortlessly on to an 
Elisha. But God doesn't always want things easy for us. He makes 
us struggle and agonise not only over who should receive the 
mantle, but what kind of mantle it should be. Not an easy process: 
but to go through it can be a kind of coming of age, a mark of 
maturity. And the divine wisdom remains with us. 

For Sister Rosemary especially, we pray for that gift of 
wisdom. Benedict deals with the appointment of an Abbot in 
Chapters 2 and 64 of his Rule, in words we hardly need reminding 
of, but which are nevertheless always good to hear. Put in terms 
of a convent they read: 'Let the Mother when appointed consider 
always what an office she has undertaken, and to whom she must 
render an account of her stewardship .... Let her always 'set mercy 
above judgement' so that she herself may obtain mercy .... Let her 
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their monastic day, beginning at 4 a.m. and ending at midnight, 
with a long siesta in the afternoon, characterised by the practice 
of the Jesus Prayer and ways unchanged for centuries; but also 
now with computers and other conveniences of modem life being 
pressed into service. We saw through their lenses for a moment 
how the world can look when it is perceived as a holy place in 
which God-and the demons-are constantly revealed, and where 
obedience and prayer together illuminate what God is doing in the 
immediacy of daily life. 

We eventually decided that when we meet for Chapter we will 
include an opportunity to exchange 'News from the Houses-an 
impression of the year', rather than any formal reports. It will be 
interesting to hear what we come up with. I think the slight shift 
reflects an awareness that God is such that he discloses himself in 
what is immediate-snuffed in our nostrils, tasted on our tongues, 
'what we have looked at and touched with our hands' (I John 1:1). 
And that true recognition and response may well come more by 
way of rejoicing in the particularity-redolent with mood and 
atmosphere-rather than making sense of it, at least in any under­
standing that can be fully told in words. 

ROSEMARY.MOTHERSLG 
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SWAMI ABHISHIKTANANDA: His Life Told Through His Letters 
by James Stuart. Forward by Donald Nicholl. ISPCK, 1995, 

£15.00 

The way to approach this life of Dom Henri Le Saux is to see in it 
a pilgrimage made by a spiritual adventurer who was unusually 
pure of heart. Better known as Abhishiktananda, he was professed 
in 1931 in the Benedictine monastery at Kergonan in Brittany. In 
1948 he went to India, remaining there until his death in 1973. 
His true significance lies in his Indian experience and his res­
ponse to it, as James Stewart shows in this biography. He sought 
to make himself wholly transparent to the a-dvaita (non-duality) 
of Hinduism. He had no illusions as to the possibility of 
harmonising Christian and Hindu experience. This involved living 
with a tension which at times tore him asunder. He knew well all 
the insecurity of one who tries to maintain a foothold on either 
side of a gulf. He stressed the need to rediscover the contem­
plative dimension of faith, without which he could not see how 
the Church could respond to the problems of our time, and to its 
meeting with other faiths. 

His style of writing is that of lived experience-thus it speaks to 
men and women in search of a deeper dimension in their Ii ves. He 
was deeply committed, yet always vulnerable. He believed that, 
'faith is summoned to greater purification, with the aim of being 
able to understand better.' This message is not conveyed in 
words. The fact that the essentials of what he had to communicate 
were matters of his own experience accounts for the freshness and 
authenticity of his writings, whose prophetic, often poetic, quality 
conveyed the urgency of his concerns, in particular the opening 
up of the Church vis-a-vis the world and the other great religious 
traditions. The blazing insights which had shattered him so deeply 
caused him to awaken others to Hinduism, and fellow Christians 
to the need to return to the source, the rediscovery of the interior 
life, and to attain this angle of vision not conceptually but existen­
tially. 'It is always beyond signs that you awake,' he said. 'The 
only thing that matters is to awake. For the awakening is to the 
Reality, above, below, without, within, beyond every word and 
every thought.' 'Grace has followed you', he said to a disciple, 
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'and will follow you. Interior stripping is from the self to the Self. 
What is needed is to invite Christians to make this experience 
their own, in hope of a deepening contemplative awareness in the 
Church, that will make this an ecumenical experience-a pan­
cosmic experience of "passing beyond" that we need.' 

Discovering the Divine All in the mystery of India, he also 
realised what it was India was awaiting from the Church. He 
understood that India will not open herself completely to the 
Christian message until she can recognise the Church, the bearer 
of the message, as essentially the adorer of the mystery within, 
deeply recollected and one with the Word in the presence of the 
Father. 

Today's spiritual climate is open to a diversity which is able to 
include even what have been called 'non-Christian religions'. As 
Donald Nicholl says in his Foreword, there is a spontaneity and a 
simplicity in this book that are rare. There needs to be a sympathy 
with other spiritualities for the sake of a unity which we are 
beginning to envisage. A book written from the heart, as this one 
is, provides a scaffolding for more to be revealed and understood. 
It can get below the hard crust which separates, of which we may 
not even be aware. Abhishiktananda is a flaming personality, one 
who has the capacity to communicate his own convictions which 
can set the world alight. This is the book's usefulness to us all, in 
our own different ways and circumstances. The Swami says that 
a-dvaita takes us out of ourselves to bring us to our full potential. 
Is not that the deep meaning of the Resurrection, he asks: every­
thing dies, everything is reborn. A-dvaita should result in the total 
integration of body, soul and spirit, and in the integration of each 
one in the whole of humanity. Religion is a form of service, he 
affirms, not an end in itself; so the various world religions have a 
place, and the place of contemplation as source and foundation is 
more than ever essential, 

The bridging reconciliation of Christ makes this uncomfortable 
position worthwhile. The Holy Spirit is constructing an infinitely 
delicate network, if we are willing to accept it, useful and relevant 
for everyone. To find the Word, through whom everything has 
been made, mysteriously present in ways new to us which demand 
prayer, study, reflection and especially participation if they are to 
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knows and decrees just what will happen to both penitent or 
impenitent. Also, God is always creatively free, and can act 
in ways not even God has determined in advance, though 
clearly such acts will always be wise, good and perfectly 
controlled ... Indeed, God will ensure that, when human self­
will has run its course, the divine purpose for this planet will 
be fulfilled. 

Some such faith, some such proclamation that God is indeed 
God, is at the root of our life and enables the free and joyful sur­
render which we make to God in Profession. Then the first 
question put to the candidate, addressed to her by name, is, 'What 
do you desire?' To which she replies, 'I ask for the mercy of God 
and liberty to bind myself to him in this Community'. With great 
thankfulness, and renewing our intention with her, we heard 
Sister Judith of the Mercy of God pronounce these words, and the 
vows which follow, before the Church, the assembled community 
and her family and friends, when she made her Profession in First 
Vows on 3 July, the Feast of St Thomas. The words of Profession 
are strong words made by free people, claiming the liberty of the 
baptised, and witnessing to the demons of doubt and despair. 

During the week of the election, we welcomed Abbot Ephraim 
and two of his monks from Vatopaidi Monastery on Mount Athos, 
and their companions, for a brief visit to Fairacres. Abbot 
Ephraim did not know when he enjoined us to give complete 
obedience to our 'abbess' that, at that particular moment, we did 
not have one! He may have realised that that admonition, given as 
the final word that he wanted us to hear, would challenge us, and 
provoke mixed reactions in the minds of late twentieth century 
women. But it was not an isolated word. It came to us out of the 
living monastic tradition of the Holy Mountain and in the context 
of a no less firm injunction to pray without ceasing-even and 
especially in these islands where places of prayer are so little in 
evidence, and where our visitors perceived concern for material 
things so grossly eclipsing the spiritual. By contrast, the monks 
told of their island: how it was claimed long ago by the Mother of 
God, and how she herself, whose very flesh was Christ's, was 'the 
first monk'; how she continues to bless them with her presence, in 
miracles and the lives of holy men. They told us the pattern of 
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Reverend Mother. She arrived safely and, after time with her 
family during which she also met Sr Alison Kathleen and Sr 
Sarah in Auckland, is now having some weeks rest by the sea. 

To return to spotting God in the way things 'fall out'. I am 
always teased and challenged by the question of providence, see­
ing it as central for any who claim that this is God's world. If 
what happens does not reflect the will of God, then what does it 
reflect? If the particular invitations and necessities of my life do 
not offer me the opportunity of conforming more and more fully 
to God's loving will, however else can I? So much, though, of 
what we are presented with seems to show God only in a distort­
ing mirror. Or shows one from whom I would beg to differ. So 
much is conditioned by human choices and complex inter­
relationships. Even after a 'non-political' election, conducted in 
due order and with right intention, well-saturated in prayer for the 
light and guidance of the Holy Spirit, and genuine willingness to 
follow it, can we say that the result is God's will? The form of 
Installation which we used made it clear that even after the 
election I was free to choose, for at the outset the Bishop asked 
me, 'Are you willing to accept this charge?' I found this a very 
searching question. 

God questions us similarly, and humbly awaits our reply. Here 
I am reminded of something Sr Clare (the Sr Clare who entered 
the Community in 1918) said to me near the very end of her long 
life: 'I am against the will of God-what a shocking thing to say! 
But, you see, it is not what the Lord wills that I want, but what he 
wants. I say to him all the time, "Whatever you want, Lord, I want 
that too."' There is a conversation. 

Before our election I was trying to make a surrender something 
along those lines, without knowing what I might be surrendering 
to, and wondering a bit whether God knew ... So I was struck by a 
letter from Keith Ward (Regius Professor of Divinity in Oxford) 
published in the Church Times on 12 April: 

I believe an acceptable interpretation of the biblical view is 
that God can control the future completely. But God limits 
foreknowledge in two ways-to permit moral freedom to 
finite persons, so that whether they choose life or death (sin 
or repentance) is put by God in their hands. Even so, God 
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become real in a reality that is not comparatively external, is what 
this book offers to all its readers, for each one to appropriate as he 
or she may be led. 

SISTER HELEN MARY SLG 

ENCOUNTERING ILLNESS by James Woodward. SCM Press, 
1996, £9.95. 
Nine chapters of exploring, and one chapter of conclusions make 
up this little book, the concise experiences of a senior hospital 
chaplain in a major British city. He explores the questioning of 
patients, relatives and friends when they encounter illness, 
through their own descriptions of their life stories, as illness or 
death become reality. 

This claims to be a book of pastoral theology, yet the author 
makes it clear that there are no easy answers to the vast range of 
the diversity of human experience. He is thrown back on the 
perennial tension between theological tradition and a changing 
world, with changing perceptions of the meaning of life, illness, 
death and salvation. This necessarily involves the uncertainty and 
anxiety of the liberal position; that is, how far to let the parti­
culars of the situation dictate their own pastoral and theological 
responses, and how much to try to anchor them in the personal 
belief of the pastor, and that of his local and universal Church. 
Living Tradition seems to be the result, the responses of patients 
and their friends and family informing current theological debate. 
Likewise, the professional familiarity of the pastor with his theo­
logical learning helps the patient and others to fit their own 
experience of illness into the tapestry of universal suffering and 
death. 

Readers, therefore, will find this a comforting and useful book, 
not in its ability to provide answers (which it doesn't) but in its 
encouragement to meet illness face to face and side by side, with­
out preconceptions, or anxieties about performance, or worries 
about fitting the problem into a strict theological structure. 
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l was reminded of this book the other day, when I saw the film
Dead Man Walking. Sister Mary Prejean befriends a convicted 
murderer on death row-surely a terminal condition-as death 
approaches. The experienced and cynical prison chaplain explains 
that her only job is to bring the man back to the Sacraments of the 
Church. Instead she can only run with a convict' s exploring of his 
own past, his faults, denial of responsibilities, and consequent 
suffering. Yet she loses no opportunity to reflect with him on the 
theological insights of Holy Scripture and her own personal 
spirituality. 

Overall this seems a very holistic book, exploring ways of help­
ing the patient and others find wholeness within their personal 
experiences and within the pattern of human life. Usually there 
are no answers, nor solutions. But often it seems there are ways of 
using a dynamic theology to make some connections between 
previous good health and the onset of illness or death. 

ANDREW DUNFORD 

Andrew Dunford is a General Practitioner in the National Health 
Service in the East End of London. 

FLG RETREAT 

11-13 October 1996

BISHOP WOODFORD HOUSE, ELY 
Conducted by the Reverend Kennedy Thom 

Cost: £52 VAT Inclusive 

(:Ne regret that the full cost must be charged 
on cancellations made after October 1) 

Please book as soon as possible through 
the Secretary of the Fellowship: 

Miss Joan Spittal 
27 The Lanes 

Bampton 
Oxon. OX18 2JG 

Telephone: 01993 851392 
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COMMUNITY NOTES 

As we drew up the agenda for this year's Chapter, a regular item 
omitted last year came up for reconsideration: should we have 
reports from each of our houses? Preparing them is laborious, so 
what would be the purpose and what sort of content would we be 
looking for? The archivist made a plea for the value of reports for 
the record. We recalled the fun of hearing hilarious and memor­
able reports in previous years, the value of an overview of the 
Community, news of friends, just knowing what we've all been 
doing ... 'But surely, more than all this', said one Sister, 'it's a 
chance to see what God is doing in our Community.' 'Oh no!', 
came the rather riddling retort, 'not what God is doing, the atmos­
phere and special feel of each place is what we want.' 

Personally, I have been rather wondering what God has been 
doing in our Community recently. In previous elections for a new 
Reverend Mother the matter has been decided swiftly in a single 
ballot; this time we took three ballots to achieve an election, and 
were glad of the wise provisions in our Statutes for that eventu­
ality. It was not at all like a political election-no discussion of 
issues, no rival claims-but each result required us to search our 
hearts again, to stand at a point of vulnerability and exposure, 
trusting our own and each others' judgement. I had a sense of the 
Holy Spirit going with us several extra miles, and the Community 
as a whole passing through the needle's eye during that week. 
Now we are beginning to explore the territory on the other side, 
helped and supported by the prayer of so many beyond the Com­
munity (thank you all!), and unified by what we experienced 
together during that time after Whitsun. 

The ninth of June, when I was installed and blessed by the 
• Bishop of Oxford, was very much a Community day with a strong

sense of our unity, with the Sisters from Boxmoor and Bede
House here, and Oblate Sisters filling the visitors' chapel. As
Bishop Richard remarked, 'the Community was in a very good
mood.' In a further rite of passage we saw Sr Anne off to New
Zealand a little later that week, knowing how much we will miss
her, but glad too to give her, in so far as we can, space and time to
'just be' after such unstinting self-spending in the office of
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