
























relieved, and to pray that we may be 'one of those to whom the suffering of 
the world is suffering and will not let us rest'. We cannot serve God with a 
walled-up conscience. This strange conformity of the soul, by the power of 
the Spirit, through the suffering of Christ, as expressed in Paul's statement 
that he would be prepared to lose evetything and count it worthless, that he 
might know him and the power of his resurrection, and the fellowship of his 
sufferings, and become conformable to his death, is one of the central and 
most significant mysteries of the Christian experience, that enabled Paul to be 
able to say 'for me to live is Christ and to die is gain'. And in this process we 
become involved in the true meaning of intercessory prayer for and with 
those who suffer, in such a way as that described by Mother Mary Clare: 
'not telling God in your own words of needs and sorrows, but through a silent 
attentive spirit, focussing the love of God where the need is greatest'. As 
Paul says: 'We know not how to pray as we ought, but the Spirit prays in us 
with groanings which cannot be uttered.' 

There are many accounts of the particular kinds of suffering encountered 
in the Christian spiritual life: the Dark Night of the Soul and the Spirit; the 
sense of desolation; the light which is so much in excess of our light that it 
can only be called darkness, so far is it beyond our sense and reason; in 
Vaughan's words: 

There is in God (some say) 

A deep, but dazzling darkness 

0 for that night! where I in him 

Might live invisible and dim. 

In those dark states there is no remedy but endurance. In Von Hugel's 
phrase, taken from storms at sea, they have to be 'hulled out'. We could 
almost describe them as a hell of mercy, not of wrath. 

We cannot tinker about with God. He is a consuming fire, which burns, 
even if it does not consume. Our life here is needed, as Blake said, 'to learn to 
bear the beams of love'. 'We are redeemed from fire by fire,' said Eliot. If we 
try to touch the deeper mysteries of God too lightly we shall get our fingers 
scorched. 

What we come to know, as the life of prayer goes on, is not any sort of 
profit and loss account concerned with whether God answers specific prayers 
or not, but that he answers them in the most unnerving way. I am often 
reminded of the story of the soldier who during the war said that he didn't 
dare pray for courage in case God gave him a chance to use it. We cannot 
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aim. It is fortunate that the heart of a tradition is not ruined by peripheral 
aberrations. 

None of us can escape being in some ways formed both consciously and 
unconsciously by the tradition in which we were brought up, in my case the 
semi-Christian, Western, Protestant one. It forms a sort of matrix from which 
the individual must have the transforming experience of being born again by 
meeting the living God in order for the tradition to become meaningful for 
the individual. To use a metaphor, it is as if tradition were a house which we 
have known and walked past every day of our life; we know its doors and 
windows, bricks and mortar; but suddenly one day we see a face behind a 
window. The house is no longer a house, but bis house. The house takes on an 
entirely different meaning, or fades into the background as irrelevant, 
because of our awareness of the owner. But eventually, as our relationship 
with the owner develops, we find that the tradition can give depth to our 
personal experience just as our experience gives life to the tradition. 

For the Christian, our encounter with the face behind the window may 
begin and develop in the vaguest way, with glimpses of Someone, unknown, 
somewhat awe-inspiring. We may become aware that he is our Creator, and of 
our own creatureliness. But sooner or later the face has to sharpen into focus 
as the face of the God who became man, the fact of the incarnation, the self­
emptying of God into human form, the face of Jesus Christ. 

Words are very difficult and slippery when we try to convey the experience 
of a personal encounter which is not just a cerebral exchange of ideas but 
involves the whole personality. Words give static form to something which is 
dynamic. When I try to talk to you of the truth of Christian experience for 
me, I can really only plead, with William Temple, 'Christianity is not a truth 
which I maintain, but a truth which maintains me', or, as a character in one 
of Charles Williams' novels said, 'My task is not to defend God but to 
remain in him'. I can only stand before you with any degree of authenticity 
because I have found that God can encounter us exactly where we are (and it 
is well to remember that however inadequate we feel he does meet us where 
we are and not where we are not or where we would like to be). The Eternal 
is now or it is not at all, and this encounter is, one might say, a love-affair .. 
And if your heart sinks because you have suffered as much as I have at times 
from the pangs of unrequited love, let us be sure that God loves us before we 
ever think of loving him. And if that makes you think 'what a bore, the 
journey is over before it has even begun', let us rest assured that God's love 
has more heights and depths and experiences of the totally unexpected than 
anything we have been involved in before. With our inadequacies in loving it 
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