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COMMUNITY NOTES 

On his deathbed in 1967, Father Gilbert Shaw summarized 
his teaching to the Community in a homily, part of which is 
especially appropriate for consideration in Lent: Your work is 
listening-taking the situation you are in and holding it in 
courage, not being beaten down by it. Your work is standing­
holding things without being deflected by your own desires or 
the desires of other people around you. Then things work out, 
just through patience. 

It would be good if we could regard Lent as a time for learn­
ing to listen in the way Fr Gilbert means; and for the sort of 
deepening in prayer that could bring about in us a change of 
heart and even of mind. It is true that traditionally undertaken 
self-denial and Lenten discipline can be self-determined and lead 
to self-satisfaction; but this means not so much that we should 
give up the idea altogether as that we should approach it from a 
different angle, re-directing our whole life to God rather than, 
for a season, imposing conditions on ourselves. Bodily appetites 
can be for many of us a cause of humiliation and discomfort, 
and perhaps acceptance of this mortification, of our helpless­
ness and sense of failure, brings us nearer to God-who is always 
to be found in the outcast, disreputable parts of ourselves as 
well as of our society-than would the relief of overcoming and 
eliminating our weaknesses. 

Really to listen to the situation we are in means silencing the 
clamour which is perpetually going on in most of us, protesting 
that things ought not to be as they are, nor should I be the sort 
of person I am, and all in all 'it is not fair'. When we can come 
to the point of recognizing and accepting the facts, we can look 
at them objectively and make a response that is courageous 
because it depends on God's strength making use of our weak­
nesses. Often it happens that when we are, in Fr Gilbert's phrase, 
phrase, 'beaten down by it' we are overcome not so much by 
the practical difficulties that surround us as by the inner fuss we 
are making about imagined impossibilities. 

If by listening we can find the reality of the situation we are 
in-be it permanent or temporary, a matter of the society I live 
in or the character I am-we can move on to the next injunction: 
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to hold things without being deflected by our own desires or 
the desires of other people around us-in other words, to 'stay 
with it'. As Christians we are committed to fellowship with 
Christ in the totality of human experience; and we must inevi­
tably expect at some point in our lives to know, however dimly, 
something of the nailedness of the Crucifixion: to be tempted 
to wriggle out of an intolerable situation and yet to be l:eld in 
it, because that is where Christ is. Personal response to God is 
the only way of truth at such times (it may well involve refusal 
to be deflected by our own desires or those of other people 
around us), and to stay with him because we love him is the 
only valid thing to do. 

Novice Raphael was clothed at Fairacres on March 10th and 
at that ceremony we prayed: 'Grant that she may be steadfast 
in following your Son', as she entered on the particular expres­
sion of baptismal commitment that is the Religious Life. Our 
senior Oblate Sister and senior Nun had both died earlier this 
year after long lives spent in just such a 'steadfast following'. 
Winifred Eva of the Sacred Heart died on January 24th, in the 
23rd year after making her Life Promises as an Oblate Sister. 
Together with Evelyn Christina she was in the van of the re­
newal of SLG Oblature under the guidance of Mother Mary 
Clare and Fr Gilbert in the 1960s. During the last difficult 
months of her life she demonstrated with great courage and 
fidelity the Oblate's vocation to live the commitment of an SLG 
Sister in society. 

Sister Clare of the Holy Child Jesus died on February 27th 
nearly eight weeks after her 93rd birthday and in the 62nd year 
of her Profession. She was conscious till the end, taking a lively 
interest-in God principally-but also in the Community and the 
many individuals connected with it, directly and indirectly, for 
whom she had a well-informed and constant concern. During 
her lifetime and her dying she never failed to remind us that 
Fr Cary's vision for SLG was wide and far-reaching. Sister Clare 
is by temperament adventurous, and she died convinced that 
she was going not to 'eternal rest' but to 'eternal exploration'. 
Her 'holding of the situation' she was in throughout her life in 
the Community meant a readiness to accept many radical 
changes in practice and in ways of looking at things: but always 
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holding to the fact that God matters most. 
In this there is for all of us, both within and beyond this 

Community, a message about the truth of 'sacrifice' which can 
lift that word out of association with morbid self-martyrdom 
into its real sense of 'something given to God.' For each of us, 
being 'a living sacrifice' means living, minute by minute, the 
consequences of our initial baptismal consecration, not by 
doing something special in a particular way but by recognizing 
God (not necessarily consciously) in and beyond everything we 
do and are, all the time. The 'listening', 'standing' and 'holding' 
we have thought about in connection with Fr Gilbert's exhorta­
tion lead us to the claiming of all things-all that is in heaven 
and earth, including the whole of our own personalities-in 
Christ for God. 

'Then things work out, just through patience.' A late Lent, in 
England, gives ample evidence of this, because it coincides with 
the bursting beauty of Spring in all its sights and sounds. 'To 
thy faithful people, 0 Lord, life is changed, not taken away', 
the Church proclaims in an Easter preface to be used at the 
Eucharist; and the obvious Death-Resurrection, Lent-Easter, 
Winter-Spring sequence can be applied to all areas of experi­
ence. Parting and bereavements, hard though it is to believe it at 
the time, do lead into fresh opportunities. If we can manage to 
face and accept the pain when some doors close, others will 
open. So there is hope in Lent, and humour too, for it provides 
an oppportunity to get things into the right perspective, with 
God at the centre and ourselves reduced to size. 

We wish you every blessing for what remains of Lent, leading 
into a joyous Eastertide. 

MOTHER SLG 

Since the Chronicle went to press, Sister Patricia Thomas of the 
Holy Trinity bas been elected to Profession in Life Vows, which 
will be received by the Bishop of Oxford on 10th May. 
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CLOTHED IN CHRIST 

An Address given at the Clothing of Novice Raphael, 
10 March 1984 

PERCY COLEMAN 

I doubt whether anyone made a religious speech on the occa­
sion of my clothing. I was then too young and am now too old 
to remember. It took place in the year of the coronation of 
King George V, when such things were done in a rather hole­
and-corner way, but as the years went by I did learn bit by bit 
something of what had happened. I discovered that there had 
been no question of a novitiate, I was plunged right into a life­
long commitment from the very beginning. I looked up the 
Prayer Book and I saw something about being 'Christ's faithful 
soldier and servant until my life's end'-not just 'till death us do 
part'. I discovered that I had become a member of Christ; and 
ultimately, when I began to explore the Scriptures, with the aid 
of my teachers I discovered that I had 'put on Christ'. I came 
across that text in Galatians (3: 2 7) which now, in one of the 
modern versions, tells us: 'You are all baptized in Christ, you 
have all clothed yourselves in Christ'. It dawned on me that I 
could now say 'Christ is my clothing', for if I am clothed in 
Christ, if I have put on Christ, then he is indeed my clothing. In 
a way, within the limits set by St Paul, I can go so far as to 
boast of my clothing and say, 'What fine clothes I have!' 

This being clothed in Christ has, of course, an odd character 
about it. Our ordinary clothes wear out; the clothing that Christ 
gives cannot wear out, but it can be distorted and obscured. 
You may have noticed on some grand occasion a person who is 
wearing much ecclesiastical or civil finery but is unable to walk 
very well, is a little gauche and clumsy in action, and this takes 
away something of the character of the clothing which that 
person wears. The clothes are there, but somehow there is an 
inadequacy in the wearer which makes their quality rather less 
evident than it would be if he or she knew how to wear them. 
It is our great privilege that all of us here have been baptized, 
and having been baptized we have taken to ourselves Christ as 
our clothing. We notice in passing that there is something final 
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about this. It cannot be repeated. You never re-baptize anyone. 
You may restore him to the fellowship of the baptized, you 
may require of him acts of penitence, but you can never again 
clothe that person who has once put on this mystical clothing 
which is Christ himself in the sacrament of Holy Baptism. 

Well then, we may ask, what of this afternoon? Is Novice 
Raphael going to have nothing this afternoon, has she got all 
that she needs and all that she ever will have? Not so, for this 
clothing which Christ bestows is so rich and splendid that it 
needs to be accented in one way or another. That is what 
religious clothing seeks to do, to give a particular emphasis, 
which, while it adds nothing in essence to the clothing already 
bestowed in Baptism, does bring out more clearly the nature of 
that gift. Let me illustrate this from what I see in my parish in 
the City of London: the men sometimes appear in very well­
tailored suits, but even the most expensive suit looks better 
with a rose in the buttonhole; or it makes all the difference to 
her dress if a woman adds a piece of jewellery. 

In the Clothing of a novice too, something is added which is 
not so much an addition in itself as something which brings out 
and enhances this or that aspect of the clothing which is Christ 
himself, so that God may be glorified; and so that people may 
see a little more clearly what that clothing is and what it can 
mean for those who have put on Christ. It is an emphasis and 
above all a commitment to deepen the relationship with Christ 
himself, for only as that relationship deepens is it possible for 
the true quality of the clothing to become more and more 
evident. And as it deepens, so there is a growing correspondence 
between the person who is clothed and the clothing that is 
given. The conduct of the Christian life becomes less gauche, it 
becomes increasingly a harmony of Christ and the Christian. 
Even though the commitment of a novice may not always lead 
forward to a permanent commitment to this particular mani­
festation of Christian life, nonetheless, what is done here will be 
of lasting effect in enhancing the Christian quality of the person 
who is clothed and upon whom the clothing will shine out ever 
more brightly, more clear and rich in its beauty. Within this 
deepening relationship there is required the submission of true 
obedience, because only in the spirit of obedience can there 

5 



come about that growing correspondence between Christ and 
the Christian. One could enumerate many of the virtues of the 
Christian and religious life, seeing how each in turn can enhance 
the original gift. 

This clothing is not just a 'putting on' of Christ considered 
directly in his own person, for there has been a reverse pro­
cess in the Christian dispensation. Long before we were 
clothed with him, the Word had chosen to clothe himself in this 
humanity which we share with each other. If we are so bold as 
to allow ourselves to be clothed with Christ, then also we take 
to ourselves the clothing that he has taken to himself. In other 
words, not only do we put on Christ, we put on one another. 
That is why the life of community is so important. We 'wear' 
each other as we go about our daily life, because it is in this 
wearing of each other in the cultivation of true and deep 
Christian relationships that Christ shines forth and the clothing 
becomes more evident. While we who wear it do not disappear 
from the scene, we are glorified by the glory of the clothing 
which extends beyond the immediate personality of Christ to 
embrace all that Christ embraces as he takes humanity to 
himself. 

We thank God that we have all been clothed to a lifelong 
commitment. We thank God for the opportunities which are 
given to many for the enhancement of the baptismal clothing 
by a particular submission, a particular will that Christ may be 
glorified and better known. We pray for Novice Raphael today 
and we pray for all who have responded to the same call, 
that they may become ever more deeply one with Christ and in 
Christ, that what he has bestowed may become evidently more 
more and more glorious in them and in all those who have put 
on Christ in baptism, until they are complete in him and Christ 
himself is all and in all. 
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LA UDABILITER VIXIT 

THE DEATH OF THE SAINTS IN SOME 12th-CENTURY SOURCES 

SISTER BENEDICTA SLG 

'and the moment of death is every moment.' 

TO TALK ABOUT death or sanctity is to pursue themes not 
generally popular in ordinary conversation. Our distaste for the 
details of death and dying was parodied in the late 'forties by 
Evelyn Waugh in The Loved One, and sanctity has long been 
out of date: 'the lilies and langours of virtue, the roses and 
raptures of vice', though, as Chesterton comments, 'If you think 
virtue is languid, just try it and see'. Perhaps one may at least 
however try and see what some men in the twelfth century 
made of both topics; without making recommendations about 
either. 

The texts I have chosen are from the monastic world of the 
twelfth and thirteenth centuries and from Cistercian sources. 
They are also from the ordinary monks and nuns, not from the 
'stars'. There are many accounts of death among the medieval 
Cistercian miracle stories, as many as there are of sanctity, and 
to choose between them has been difficult. As Caesarius of 
Heisterbach says, there are four ways of dying: to live well and 
to die well; to live badly and to die badly; and the other com­
binations of the two possibilities. He himself supplies a very large 
number of illustrations of each. It was clearly a major interest: 
how did men die? I think that three stories can be taken as 
fairly representative; and from those three I propose to discover 
at least a little of what monks thought about dying. The first 
story was current at Clairvaux in the second generation after 
St Bernard; the second was told of a monk of Clairvaux and was 
later retold in the later stages of the Cistercian movement; and 
the third was told after 1200 in the German house of Heister­
bach. I do not wish to suggest that there is a particular Cister­
cian spirituality of death; these tales could be paralleled from 
other twelfth century monastic sources, and indeed from non­
monastic sources also. But they serve to illustrate a certain 
point from texts which will always be of interest to students of 
the Middle Ages: the De Miraculis of Herbert of Clairvaux, the 
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Exordium Magnum Cisterciensis and the Dialogue of Caesarius. 
First, a text of the Cistercian movement in its most acute 

stage: it is, perhaps surprisingly, about a girl, Mary, who entered 
a convent as a child of nine and died ten years later, a Little 
Flower of the twelfth century. 

For many years she served those who were sick with great devotion 
and care; at last she herself became paralyzed, so that she could not 
move either hand or foot and had to be fed with slops. She had to 
suffer much pain in her body. Now it happened that, in the quietest 
hour of the night, one of the sisters in another part near the infirmary 
heard the noise of many voices speaking together. Surprised, she got up 
and went to see what was happening. She went into the infirmary 
quietly and saw there a great light blazing, and shining over the bed of 
the sick nun, who was sitting up, though never before had she been able 
to move. She called the infirmarian to see this wonder and when they 
came in together they found her lying still in bed. Next morning ... she 
admitted to them that two of the departed sisters of the monastery had 
visited her and talked with her. On the day when she died, she saw the 
holy Mother of God descend from heaven with the two departed sisters. 
The dying nun exclaimed in thanks saying, 'This is our Lady, the queen 
of heaven, who has deigned to attend the great festival which today we 
are celebrating, for such a feast has not been celebrated here for many 
years.' (Herbert, 11, col. 1354.) 

Secondly, there is Alquirin, who was a monk of Clairvaux 
during the abbacy of Pons (1165-70). 

There lived in the monastery of Clairvaux a monk called Alquirin 
whose holiness was as great as his calling indicated. He was a religious 
and spiritual man, restrained in eating, humble in appearance and severe 
in chastising his body. He was so circumspect and temperate in every­
thing pertaining to the body that he refused all pleasure and vanity and 
even used necessities very sparingly, although he often had opportunity 
to go beyond the limits he had set himself. He was skilled in the art of 
medicine, and so nobles and great men of that region were always 
asking his help and drawing him, unwilling and resisting, to many 
places. Yet he was always solicitous about the poor and needy and 
would go to any lengths to cure them. Not only did he treat their 
sicknesses and wounds, but he tended with his own hands their putrid 
flesh and ulcered limbs with such care that it was as if he were caring 
for the wounds of Christ. And this really was so, he did everything for 
Christ, and Christ received everything he did as being done for him, so 
that at the end he could say to him what was said of those who do 
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works of mercy, 'I was sick and you visited me'. 
Having lived his life in this praiseworthy manner, the time came 

when he would receive in eternity the reward of his labours and his 
works of mercy, and he fell ill and neared his end. The venerable abbot 
Pons came to visit him, and asked him what he was doing and how he 
was. He replied, 'My dear Father, all is very well with me, because I am 
going to my Lord.' Pons asked him, 'But are you not suffering in body, 
and do you not fear the agony of death?' Alquirin replied, 'I look 
upon it all with tranquillity and joy, because I have received beforehand 
from the Lord the blessings of sweetness, and that has taken all sorrow 
from my heart and nearly all pain from my body.' Then the abbot 
asked him, 'I beg you, my dear brother, for the love of God and for our 
edification, tell us anything that God has revealed to you.' To which he 
replied, 'Before you came in, I saw, miserable and unworthy though I 
am, the Lord Jesus who looked at me with a kind and serene expression 
and showed me the marks of his most blessed Passion, saying: "Lo, 
your sins are taken away from before my face. Come without fear, 
come and see, and kiss my wounds which you have loved so much and 
tended so often." I was so strengthened by this promise that I do not 
now fear to die, because of the hope which remains in my heart. 
Tomorrow night, which is the vigil of St Martin [Nov. 11th], I will be 
taken away at such an hour during divine office.' He died on the very 
night at the hour he had foretold, and I am quite sure he now rests 
from his labours. Like a dove whiter than snow, he dwells in the cleft of 
the rock, hidden in the holy wounds of Christ, who is above all blessed 
forever. Amen. 
And thirdly, the monk Siger of Himmerode, who died young 

and in great pain. • 
There was in the same house a priest monk, Siger, a young man and 

a lover of the Order, a severe chastiser of his body, who amongst other 
acts of goodness, ardently loved the Holy Mother of God, and by all the 
ways he could urged others to love her. When the hour of his summons 
was at hand, his sickness and weakness being very great, a lay-brother, 
forewarned by the favour of God, whom the Lord frequently deigned 
to comfort by his secret consolations, saw this vision. He thought that 
the board of the dead was being beaten and he started to aid in the 
passing of a brother. And it chanced that whilst going through a palace 
wonderfully built, he found living in it a matron of venerable bearing, 
whose face shewed angelic grace and her garments snowy whiteness. 
Therefore he stopped with his eyes fixed on her, certain that in so 
desirable a person there resided divine power. Finally, the presence of 
such divinity giving him courage, he came nearer, having no fear of the 
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danger of rebuff, and joined in friendly talk, saying: 'Most lovely 
mistress, what reason have you for coming in here to us, since matrons 
are not allowed here?' Said she: 'I have a special right in your house and 
I come to visit my friends and members of my household.' Said he, 
having a pious care for his brothers: 'Behold our brothers depart one by 
one, young and old and middle-aged, and there is no respect of persons. 
What then must we do?' She said: 'You must sing the Te Deum.' She 
made a further reply, but he being a plain illiterate man remembered 
only these words. Meantime the board was actually beaten and the 
symbolic vision came to an end. We believe that the good Mother of 
God, as the mother of pity, did not fail her faithful servant in death and 
gave him that sign of her coming. 
There seem to me to be themes here which recur in stories of 

Christian death with remarkable persistence and which are not 
to be dismissed as mere folk tales or pious exaggerations. First 
of all: in each story there is no pretence that death is easy or 
simple. It is preceded by great pain and genuine distress: the 
nun Mary suffered a great deal; Alquirin groaned and suffered 
agony; the monk Siger was also in agony and remained so. It is 
not Siger who sees the vision of St Mary, but a lay-brother. That 
is frequently the case in these tales; it is not the sick man who 
sees the vision of angels (sometimes it is but not always) but a 
brother who has a vision of angels or saints helping the dying. 
For the one who is dying, physical agony remains unabated. 
And death, the last enemy, has a more subtle and terrifying 
threat: the agony of damnation, of combat with the devils, the 
terror of final extinction, lies over the dying; it is the last fron­
tier, the limit of existence and the place of ultimate agony. 

Secondly, the dying monks find it possible to link themselves 
to those who have passed through the grave and gate of death, 
who have survived that last terrible conflict. The Passion of 
Christ on the cross therefore colours the though ts of Alquirin. 
'Before you came in', he says, 'the Lord Jesus looked at me and 
showed me the marks of his Passion.' One is reminded of that 
greatest of all passages about death in English literature in 
which Mr Standfast says: 'I am going to see that Head that was 
crowned with thorns and that Face that was spit upon for 
me ... ' But Christ is not the only one to befriend the dying. 
For both Mary and Siger, St Mary the first of saints is their 
companion. The point of this imagery is that the Christian is 
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never solitary but compassed about with a great cloud of wit­
nesses. In deathbed scenes the dead welcome the living into life 
and guard them through the greatest of all dangers. This is ex­
pressed liturgically in the offertory sentence of the requiem 
mass: 'O Lord Jesus Christ, deliver the souls of all the faithful 
departed from the pains of hell and from the depths of the pit: 
deliver them from the lion's mouth, that hell devour them not, 
that they fall not into darkness: but let the standard-bearer, 
St Michael, bring them into that holy light which of old thou 
didst promise to Abraham and to his seed.' St Michael or 
St Mary, or the King of Glory himself-or even two recently 
departed nuns of the same house-the dying immediately enter 
into the reality of relationship in Christ. 

So each story affirms the third fact: for the monk death 
itself is the gateway of life, because of the death and resurrec­
tion of Christ. These stories are after all not photographs but 
icons; they show not the bare fact of what happened, they are 
an interpretation, a theology of event, and as with icons, the 
images are not invented but inherited. The white robes, the 
angels, the sweet smell all go back to that first icon of resur­
rection, the Gospel account of Easter morning where the early 
Church expressed its understanding of the resurrection of Jesus 
in these terms. Paradise, the garden of Eden, creation restored 
through the redemption wrought by Christ-these themes shine 
through the twelfth-century stories as clearly as in the first 
century. And of course beyond them: the same images are used 
for the Carthusian martyrs in the sixteenth century, and they 
are found in accounts of Christian death in our own times. Of 
Maximilian Kolbe, who died in Auschwitz at the hands of the 
SS, it was said that 'when the guards entered the bunker they 
found him still alive, with a scent of sweetness and a light 
around him, in great peace'. 

This imagery of the resurrection of Christ in the accounts of 
the death of the saints is no facile promise of future bliss. It is 
rather an affirmation that the Christian dead are alive, more 
alive in fact than the living. The living are visible; the dead are 
invisible; that is all. And since it is Christ who gives reality to his 
own, the saints at the moment of death pass into a closer rela­
tionship with Christ and therefore with their fellow-men. It is 

11 



this which has caused the Church to celebrate the anniversaries 
of the deaths of the saints, not of their births. It is always the 
delicate literary inversion of St Ignatius of Antioch that best 
expresses this truth: 'The pains of birth are upon me. Suffer 
me, my brethren, hinder me not from living, do not wish me to 
die . . . suffer me to follow the example of the Passion of my 
God. (Epistle to the Romans, VI.) This is given particular 
emphasis in the case of monks who have already made their 
whole existence into the death that is life by living always as 
those who die. 

Finally, there is one more point I want to make about these 
stories, and it is one linked with sanctity and death in the title 
of this article: laudabiliter vixit. What about the life that pre­
ceded death? How did a monk live in order to make this passage 
into heaven? For the Cistercians at least were clear that those 
who lived and died in the Order need not fear a long journey or 
a long delay in purgatory; the monastery itself was the ante­
chamber of heaven and the monk could pass straight in, if-and 
of course there was an 'if'-laudabiliter vixit. It is said of 
Alquirin in this story, it is carved on monastic tombstones of 
the Carthusians. Not a life full of wonders, for the monks have 
always had a certain restraint about marvels among themselves, 
not even a life of astonishing revelations, insight and under­
standing. Nor is it virtue, in the sense of doing good. It is rather 
life lived as a repentance, and therefore a service towards all, 
that counts. In these stories a life of mundane service prepares 
for death: Mary served her sisters in the convent infirmary; 
Alquirin served both rich and poor as a doctor; Siger was known 
as a servant of the brothers. The moments of vision, the great 
insights, the clear exposition of principles were not what pre­
pared a man to die. Perhaps the very close connection between 
how a man lived and how he died is brought home for scholars 
by the story of Master Serio. He dreamed one night that a pupil 
of his who had died appeared to him in agony, 
wearing a heavy cloak made up of scraps of paper covered with 
syllogisms of the schools that Serio had taught him; it was so 
heavy that his sweat ran down and burned Serio's hand. Next 
morning Serio fled in terror from the life of the university and 
became a monk; and which of us would not do the same, 
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confronted with a departed fellow-scholar eternally obsessed by 
unchecked footnotes? The monk must live well in order to die 
well, live in that antechamber of heaven not in wonders but in 
plain and unobserved repentance. Laudabiliter vixit: as Thomas 
Merton once laconically translated it, 'He did all right.' 

The above article was originally read as a paper at the Conference 
of the Ecclesiastical Society held at Durham in 1979. 

FL G RETREAT 1984 

The Annual Retreat will be at St Columba's House, Woking, 
Surrey from Monday 24th till Friday 28th September. Our 
conductor will be Fr James N aters SSJE. Will those who are 
already down for the Retreat please confirm their bookings 
with me: Miss Brenda Ferguson, 4 Manor Close, Cassington, 
Oxford OX8 lER (Telephone: 0865 880941). I am also glad to 
receive further applications. The charge for the Retreat will be 
£43.20. 
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THE ICON OF OUR LADY OF VLADIMIR 

PAUL EVDOKIMOV 

'THE SINGLE WORD Theotokos, Mother of God, contains the 
whole mystery of the economy of salvation', says St John 
Damascene. 1 The analogy between Eve, Mary and the Church 
goes back to St Irenaeus 2 and so, for the Fathers, Mary is the 
Woman at enmity with the Serpent, the Woman clothed with 
the Sun, the image of the Wisdom of God at its very source, the 
integrity and chastio/ of his creature. As the Holy Spirit personi­
fies divine holiness, the Virgin personifies human holiness. Her 
essentially virginal character, the simple fact of her being there 
in all her purity, these are from the outset intolerable to the 
demonic powers. United with the Holy Spirit in the depths of 
her being, Mary appears as life-giving consolation. She is the 
New Eve, the new source of Life, who guards and protects 
every creature and is exalted to be an image of the Church in 
her maternal protection. 

The consecration of the Virgin to the life of the Temple, 
according to an ancient tradition, and above all her unique love 
for God, reach such a depth and intensity that the conception 
of the Son comes to her like a divine response to the deepening 
of her life of prayer, her transparency to the energies of the 
Spirit. 

'Crown of all dogma', she sheds light on the trinitarian 
mystery which is reflected in humankind. 'You have borne the 
Son without father, the Son who was born of the Father 
without mother. '4 In the order of creation the motherhood 
without a father of the Theotokos corresponds to the Father­
hood without a mother in the divine order, an image of the 
maternal virginity of the Church. That is why Cyprian says: 'He 
who has not the Church for his mother cannot have God for his 
Father. '5 Mary is the expression of God's love for mankind. 

The Virgin is protected from all impurity, from all effects of 
evil, through the purification of generations of her ancestors, 
by the special work of the Holy Spirit and by her own freedom 
of action. It is this freedom of human response-for man could 
not be saved without the free concurrence of his own will-
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which is emphasized by Nicolas Cabasilas in the synthesis of 
patristic thought which he achieved on this point: 

The Incarnation was not only the work of the Father, of his power and 
his Spirit, it was also the work of the will and faith of the Virgin. 
Without the consent of the one who was most pure, without_ the co­
operation of her faith, this plan would have been as impossible to carry 
out as it would have been without the intervention of the three Divine 
Persons themselves. It is only after he has taught her and won her 
consent that God takes her for his Mother and borrows from her the 
flesh she so gladly lends him. Just as he willed to become incarnate, 
so also he desired that his Mother should give birth to him without 
constraint, of her own free will. 6 

In its confession of the perpetual virginity of the Mother of 
God, Orthodoxy does not accept the idea of exemption which 
is asserted by the dogma of the Immaculate Conception. This 
dogma sets the Virgin apart, it removes her from the common 
destiny of mankind and points to a possibility of freedom from 
original sin before the Cross, and therefore by means of 
exceptional grace alone. Now God does not act upon man but 
in him; he does not act upon the Virgin by means of a super­
added gift, rather he works within her by the synergism* of the 
Holy Spirit and the sanctity of 'the righteous ancestors of God'. 
Grace does not force the order of nature. Jesus is able to take 
flesh because mankind gives it to him in Mary, and so it is not 
Redemption in which Mary plays a part, but Incarnation; in the 
Virgin all men say: 'Amen, come Lord!' When she appeared 
at Lourdes, the Virgin declared: 'I am the Immaculate 
Conception.' But as the event took place on the Feast of the 
Annunciation-25th March 1858-the Orthodox Church under­
stands these words to refer to the immaculate conception of the 
Word by his Mother. Applied to the Virgin the dogma diminishes 
her by transforming her into an 'instrument predestined by 
grace'; it diminishes her humanity and deprives her of the great­
ness of being the one who, in the free exercise of her humility 
and purity, uttered the fiat on behalf of all. 

The fiat of the creature corresponds indeed to that of the 

*Editor's Note: 'Synergism' is the term used by the Greek Fathers to denote the 
action of the Holy Spirit in union with the human will. 
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Creator: 'Here am I, behold the handmaid of the Lord.' The 
angel Gabriel is like a question which God puts to man in his 
freedom: does he really desire to be saved and to receive the 
Saviour? By the action of the Spirit through the line of the 
'ancestors' and the purity of the one who is 'full of grace', evil is 
disarmed; sin remains a reality but it becomes inoperant ... 

'What shall we offer you, 0 Christ ... Heaven offers you 
angels, earth brings you her gifts, but we men, we offer you a 
Virgin Mother,' the Church sings on Christmas Eve. It is clear 
that Mary is not 'a woman among other women', but comes as 
Woman herself, restored to her maternal virginity. In the Virgin 
all mankind gives birth to God, and that is why Mary is the New 
Eve, the new 'Mother of all living'; her maternal protection 
which shielded the child Jesus now shields the universe and 
every human being. Christ's word from the Cross addressed to 
his Mother: 'Woman, behold your son,' and to John: 'Behold 
your mother', appoints her to this ministry of intercession for 
all her children. 

In the Gospel narrative (Luke 8: 19-21), the emphasis is not 
on the Virgin but on every man: 'whoever does the will of my 
Father, he is my mother'. This saying means that every man 
is given grace to bring Christ to birth in his own soul, to be 
identified thus-by a spiritual analogy-with the Theotokos. 

The Virgin leads the way for mankind and all follow her 
lead. She is the first to pass through the death which her Son 
has rendered powerless, and that is why the prayer read at the 
death of every [Orthodox] Christian appeals to her for protec­
tion: 'In falling asleep, 0 Theotokos, you did not forsake the 
world.' The Dormition closes the gates of death; the seal of 
the Virgin closes the abyss, it is sealed above by the God­
Man and below by the first of the 'new creation' to be restored 
to life and deified. The mystery of the Church is expressed in 
the divine perfection of Christ and in the human perfection of 
his Mother. The liturgical texts extol her plenitude which has 
come to mark the 'boundary between the created and the 
uncreated'. 'Let us sing, 0 faithful ones, the Glory of the 
universe, the Gate of Heaven, the Virgin Mary, Flower of the 
human race and bearer of God.' 'Mother of Life, you have 
brought into the world joy and gladness which dry the tears of 
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sin.' 'You make all creatures glad.' 
For the Fathers, the statement in the Creed, 'born of the 

Holy Spirit and the Virgin', applies also to the mystery of the 
second birth of all believers 'born of faith and the Holy Spirit', 
for the faith of every believer is rooted in the fact that the 
Virgin's fiat counts for everyone. The Annunciation, known as 
'the Feast of the Root', marks the beginning of the economy of 
salvation which issues from the 'mariological root' and Mario­
logy is seen to be organically part of Christology. That is why 
the icon of the Theotokos nearly always represents her with her 
Son, the child Jesus. 

According to a chronicler's account, the icon of Vladimir 
was brought to Russia from Constantinople about 1131. It 
was painted by a Greek artist, probably not long before its 
removal to Kiev and it evidently belongs to the Macedonian 
period of Byzantine art. Its execution reveals an astonishing 
mastery and bears witness to the consummate taste of this 
unknown iconographer of genius. In 1155 it was brought from 
Kiev to Vladimir, (hence its name). Famous for miraculous 
interventions, it escaped various fires and Tartar ravages; after 
1395 it was taken to Moscow. There it has remained throughout 
the political upheavals of the country, as the nation's most 
sacred treasure. 

The Virgin depicted in the type of icon known as Hodigitria, 
as 'the one who shows the way', is an image of Christological 
doctrine and shows forth her Son, the One who is the Way. 
On her left arm she carries the child, whose hand is raised in 
blessing. With her right hand she points to the Saviour. The 
Virgin of the type Eleousa, 'Virgin of Tenderness', presses the 
child close to her and emphasizes the maternal aspect of Mary. 
In the icon of Vladimir both types are combined. 

Desiring to create an image of absolute beauty and to manifest his 
creative power to angels and to men, God made Mary literally all­
beautiful. He united in her all the beauty he allotted only in part to 
other creatures and raised her up as a sign of the loveliness common to 
all beings, visible and invisible. Or rather, it is as if he mingled in her 
all the perfections, divine, angelic and human, a sublime beauty adorn­
ing both worlds, rising from earth to heaven and even beyond it ... 7 
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No icon expresses these inspired words of St Gregory Palamas 
better than the icon of Vladimir. Its sublime perfection together 
with an unsurpassable purity of style raise it to the heights of 
iconographic art. 

It is the very antithesis of the Raphaelite type of Madonna. 
Its beauty is beyond any earthly criterion. The features por­
trayed are those of a new creature, wholly deified, transcending 
the material order; the face, filled with a heavenly majesty, is at 
the same time utterly human. That is the wonder of this icon. 
He who has seen it, especially the original, can never forget 
its gaze. Just as 'his mother kept her Son's words in her heart' 
(Luke 2:51), so he will keep this vision in his heart like the 
'pearl of great price' in the Gospel. 

As for the child, he has none of the touching sweetness of 
Jesus the bambino. This child is the Word of God; dressed always 
as a grown-up in tunic and mantle (hymation), only the small­
ness of the figure tells us that he is a child. The face, grave and 
regal, reflects the divine Wisdom. His clothing, woven through­
out of an ethereal gold thread [ the technical term for this 
colour is assist], signifies the brightness of the sun that knows 
no going down, the colour of divine kingship. 

The focal point of the composition is the Virgin's heart, and 
also the child's powerful neck, or 'breathing', symbolizing the 
breath of the Holy Spirit resting upon the Word. 

The Mother wears over her robe the maphorion with the veil 
(Pokrov) surrounding her head, edged with a rich border and 
ornamented with three stars, one above the forehead, 8 the other 
two on the shoulders, symbolizing the doctrine of her perpetual 
virginity. 

The whole composition, in the form of a triangle laid over 
an extended rectangle, expresses the mystery of the Trinity 
inscribed on the being of the Word. The apex of the triangle is 
slightly shifted to the right so as to introduce a certain freedom 
and flexibility. The Mother's right shoulder joins the line of the 
child's back, making a very studied contrast with the raised left 
shoulder and breaking any monotony in the lines. 

The Mother's face is elongated, the nose long and pointed, 
the mouth narrow and fine-drawn, the large eyes dark under the 
arched lids. The slightly raised eyebrows and the folds between 
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them, the eyes gazing steadily into infinity, lend the face an 
expression of intense and absorbing sorrow; the comers of the 
mouth deepen this impression of sadness. The shadows of the 
eyelids darken the pupils so that the eyes seem to be looking 
out from a fathomless depth beyond the reach of the beholder. 
The child's eyes, less deep-set, are wide open. His mouth is 
large and full. 

The Virgin is carrying the child on her right arm, her left 
hand barely touches him as she offers him to the contemplation 
of all men. The child presses his face lovingly against his 
Mother's; his whole self is gathered into this impulse of tender­
ness and consolation. The movement of his eyes reveals an 
intense concentration upon his Mother's state of mind in a way 
that recalls another icon, that of the Burial: 'Do not weep for 
me, 0 Mother .. .' 

The child is caressing his Mother with tender reassurance; one 
hand is grasping her veil, the other resting gently on her neck. 
The Mother is absorbed in the shadow of the suffering to 
come. The slight inclination of her head towards the child 
softens the majesty of the Mother of God. She is the image of 
the Church, carrying Salvation within her even while she waits 
for it in expectation, confessing her faith and contemplating the 
Resurrection through the Cross. 

Roublev knew this icon of the Virgin. Who can describe the 
fathomless depths of the Father's gaze in the icon of the Trinity, 
a depth which shows an amazing correspondence to the density 
and mystery in the gaze of the Theotokos of Vladimir? The 
overflow of love is emphasized in both these icons by the same 
inclination of the head. The love of the Father is crucified, 
while a sword pierces the Mother's soul. In the icon of the 
Trinity we experience the mystery of the divine agape which 
transcends its own transcendence. The icon of the Virgin shows 
us a mutual tenderness, the immediate presence, the immanence 
of Christ's divinity. 

The Fathers trace the beginning of the Church back to 
Paradise. God 'came in the cool of the day' (Gen. 3 :8), to talk 
with man. The essential meaning of the Church therefore 
consists in communion between God and man and culminates in 
the mystery of the Incarnation, the total communion of the 
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divine and the human hypostasized in the Person of the Word. 
With few exceptions (the Orante, the Pokrov), the icon of the 
Virgin always shows her with the Child Jesus. In fact it is simply 
the icon of the Incarnation, or of the Church, the ultimate com­
munion of the divine ( the infant Word) and the human ( the 
Mother). Thus with incomparable art and utmost sobriety, the 
icon depicts an overwhelming mutual love, the divine love 
towards humanity, the 'mad love' 9 of God for man, and going 
out in response to meet it, all the passion of man for his God. 
'Thou whom my soul love th' ,1 ° 'agape rooted in the heart' .11 It 
is the desire of God from all eternity to become Man, in order 
that man might become god. The icon then invites us to con­
template the mystery of God himself. 

The Mother's face is eloquent of a mother's love, her eyes 
gazing out into infinity are at the same time turned within, we 
feel that we are in the chambers of the Virgin's heart. Here 
is a pity as vast as heaven (symbolized by the Pokrov, veil) for 
suffering, the ineluctable fact of human existence, to which 
God, who 'suffers ineffably', could only respond with the Cross. 

We hear the cries wrung from countless souls before this icon 
for hundreds of years. The eyes of Mary follow the destiny of 
every man, nothing impedes her gaze, nothing arrests the 
swift movement of her maternal heart ... 

NOTES 

1. De fid. ortb., III, 12. 2. Adv. baeres I, III, c22, n4. 3. St Cyril of Alexandria, 
De Trinitate. 4. Byzantine Office. 5. De catb. eccles. unitate, c 6. 6. Sermon 
on the Annunciation. 7. St Gregory Palamas, In Dormitionem; P. G. 151,468 AB. 
8. The halo is always centred on the middle of the forehead. The symbolic star 
recalls the urna on the Buddha's forehead, and also African ritual tatoo designs. The 
stars on the shoulders are also·a sign of power, in the East a servant kisses his master 
on the shoulder. 9. NicolasCabasilas. 10. St John Chrysostom. 11. St Gregory 
of Nyssa. 
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AMPHIBIA 

JOHN COLE 

There is in nature a group of creatures known as the amphibia, 
so called because they live both in the water and on land. They 
belong to both elements and cannot fulfil their destiny unless 
they partake, according to their ability, of the riches of both. 
Some amphibia like frogs and toads spend a great deal of their 
life living and feeding on land, but begin their existence in 
water and must return to a pond or stream to breed, others like 
seals live mostly in water finding their food there, but are born 
and breed on land. We human beings, because we are land 
animals and our life cycle is not dependent on spending a period 
in water once we are born, are not usually classified among the 
amphibia. Nevertheless, we are in one sense amphibia, because 
we too belong to and are at home in two worlds and cannot 
fulfil our human destiny unless we enter and live in both. 

The two worlds to which we belong are not land and water 
like those of the frogs and the seals, but the worlds we call the 
material and the spiritual, or to use other terms, the temporal 
and the eternal. In this sense man is an amphibian for he cannot 
live fully nor achieve his destiny unless he enters, is born into 
and lives in both the material and spiritual worlds, in time and 
in eternity. 

This is the point of the conversation between Jesus and 
Nicodemus when Jesus said: 'Except a man be born of water 
and of the Spirit he cannot enter the kingdom of God. That 
which is born of the flesh is flesh, and that which is born of the 
Spirit is spirit. Do not marvel that I said to you, You must be 
born anew.' The problem for Nicodemus was that in spite of his 
great learning and high political office he did not understand 
that man is an amphibian who needs to enter and to live in two 
worlds. 

We are all born as flesh 'out of water', for that is what the 
Greek text of St John's Gospel says, into the material world of 
the senses, a rich, beautiful and delicious God-created world 
into which we come fully equipped to experience its pleasures. 
First with perhaps the most primitive of all our senses, that of 
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touch, we explore and enjoy with our baby hands and lips the 
warm smooth softness of our mother's breast and when we are 
older, on a fresh autumn morning walking on a moor, we feel 
the touch of the wind's fingers caressing our face and hair. 

Other primitive sensations are the stimulating smell of food 
being prepared for eating and the taste of it when it is set before 
us and of the good wine that goes with it. Then there are the 
smells of the garden, purposeful smells, summoning a multitude 
of insects to their life-giving task among the flowers and 
blossom, and the honest earthy animal smell of the stable, its 
occupants and their hay. 

Finally, we experience the two great senses of hearing and 
sight which mature as we develop and bring us their joys from a 
greater distance than do the other senses. 

We listen to the music of nature's orchestras and choruses, 
the ceaseless chatter and hum of a tropical forest, the thunder 
and babble of the sea and of the streams that dawdle or scurry 
towards it, the fearsome noise of 'the lions roaring after their 
prey', the comfort and companionship of another human voice 
and the dawn choruses of the early rising birds; all these and 
many other sounds carry their messages from afar to our ears. 

To many perhaps the most valued sense of all is sight, and 
the worlds of colour and shading that come with it, for it is by 
sight more than by any other sense that we extend our experi­
ence into the infinities of space and time. We lift up our eyes 
from earth's night and behold the moon walking her pavement 
of sapphire, and from beyond her, light years distant, the glitter 
of the stars reaches down, arriving at earth to enter our experi­
ence through the gates of the eyes. 

If the night reveals the glory of the sky, the day brings into 
sight the beauty of the earth. From a hilltop we look and there 
is sheer ecstasy in just looking, across the broad valley, where 
the cloud shadows chase each other over the chequer-board 
fields and glistening serpentine river, to the mountains on 
parade, rank after rank to the limit of our vision. But sight is 
not only the bringer of joys from afar, it too has its intimacies, 
as when we see in the eyes of the beloved the unspoken answer 
to our unuttered question. 

Such are some of the divine gifts to the flesh with its exquisite 
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sensitivities by which we are enabled to partake of the rich feast 
spread before us on the table of life. This is a table we approach 
with the grace, Benedictus benedicat (May the Blessed One 
bless) and leave well satisfied with the thanksgiving Benedictus 
benedicatur (May the Blessed One be blessed), and by the use of 
these words we acknowledge a world beyond the flesh and bear 
witness to our amphibian nature which gives us entry into this 
other sphere of being. 

The use of these graces at the table of life also puts the feast, 
by its nature subject to the limitations of time, within the 
setting of eternity. So even as we partake of the good food of 
the senses with enjoyment, we remember that they and it are 
transitory, for with the passage of time sensitivity to touch, 
taste and smell diminish, hearing dulls, sight dims and often that 
same nervous system which in youth enabled us to enjoy the 
pleasures of life now bears messages of pain. 

The sage who long ago exhorted the young man, 'Remember 
also your Creator in the days of your youth, before the evil 
days come, and the years draw nigh, when you will say, I have 
no pleasure in them', was not condemning the joys of youth 
and of the flesh, rather urging that man as an amphibian should 
practise living in both the worlds to which he belongs, so that 
when the temporal draws to an end he may continue to abide in 
the eternal. Hence the words of Jesus to Nicodemus on the need 
to be born not only as flesh but also by the spirit from above. 
The pleasures of the flesh come to us through the senses and 
can be described in terms of easily understood sensations; the 
joys of the spirit are more subtle and if expressed in rational 
language are apt to lack warmth. 

For example, William James in his classic The Varieties of 
Religious Experience, sums up the characteristics of the reli­
gious life as including the following beliefs: '1) That the visible 
world is part of a more spiritual Universe from which it draws 
its chief significance. 2) That union or harmonious relation with 
that higher universe is our true end.' 

This is a magnificent statement and true, but somehow it 
lacks the spark that lights a fire in the soul. 

The world of the spirit is not contrary to but beyond that of 
the reason; in the presence of the divinity we do not so much 
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think and define as wonder and worship, we achieve not under­
standing but peace; here the poet is a better guide than the 
philosopher. One such poet wrote: 'Like as the hart desireth the 
water brooks, so longeth my soul after thee, 0 God. My soul is 
athirst for God, yea, even for the living God.' 

It is this thirst that drives our amphibian soul out beyond the 
world of the flesh to the world of the Spirit where we also 
belong and where he is to be found who gives the living water 
that is, in the soul, as a well springing up into everlasting life. 
These two, the thirst and the quenching of the thirst are of the 
essence of the world of the Spirit. 

Those who enter this world tell us of one other experience: 
an awareness of the coming together of all into the One, the 
mystic relationship we inadequately term love, the conscious­
ness of belonging together, not the passive belonging of a nut to 
a bolt, but an active, symbiotic, creative unity like that found in 
the cells of a living organism, all functioning in harmony, bon­
ded by the mystery of a shared life into one whole, a unity 
infinitely more than the totality of its parts. To experience this 
is to fulfil the soul's amphibian destiny by entering into the 
world of the Spirit and by taking our part in that unity of love, 
joy and peace which is beyond all understanding. 

SAINT COLUMBANUS COMMUNITY OF RECONCILIATION 

Address at the Inauguration, 23rd November, 1983. 

CARDINAL O FIAICH 

It is very appropriate that the name of St Columbanus should 
have been given to this Community of Reconciliation. At first 
sight he doesn't seem to have had many of the qualities of the 
reconciler and peacemaker-he was forthright in speech, blunt 
in calling a spade a spade, tenacious in holding on to his own 
opinions, involved in several controversies, prepared to correct 
both popes and kings, winning from others both deep loyalty 
and fierce opposition, as demanding on those who followed his 
rule as he was on himself. Yet side by side with this seemingly 
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uncompromising side of his nature was the warm human person­
ality which emerges only occasionally in the biography of Jonas 
and in the Saint's own writings. The real man, in all his tender­
ness and poetic feeling, was covered over by an aversion to any 
display of sentiment, but in rare unguarded moments he was 
found playing with a little girl in her father's villa or sending to 
one of his monks by letter the farewell kiss he had no time to 
give at his hasty departure. The sick, the poor, the deprived 
were drawn to him by his sharing in their common misfortune; 
criminals felt called to pray by his side and soldiers asked his 
pardon as they came to Luxeuil to arrest him. 

It is not surprising that the writings of such a man should 
contain a fair number of passages on the need to put an end to 
disputes and embrace those who had been estranged, in recon­
ciliation, forgiveness and love. Today I would like to call your 
attention to three of these, which, despite their having been 
written nearly fourteen hundred years ago, have an immediacy 
which belies their antiquity and makes them very relevant to 
today's event. 

It is well known that one of the causes of disagreement 
between St Columbanus and the bishops of Gaul was the fact 
that he insisted on celebrating Easter according to the Irish 
system of calculation which had already been abandoned both 
in Gaul and Rome when Columbanus reached the continent. 
In 603 he was summoned to appear before a Council of French 
bishops at Chalon-sur-Saone but declined to appear in person 
( though he seemed in danger of expulsion) and set down his 
thoughts on the controversy in a notable letter: 

Great harm has been done and is being done to the peace of the Church 
by diverse traditions ... One thing therefore I request of you, holy 
men: with peace and charity bear with my ignorance and, as some call 
it, my arrogant insolence in writing ... Allow me with your peace and 
charity to remain in silence in these woods and to live beside the bones 
of our seventeen dead brethren, just as up until now we have been 
allowed to live twelve years among you. This will allow us, as we have 
done up to the present, to pray for you as we ought. Let Gaul, I pray, 
contain us together, whom the kingdom of heaven shall contain, if our 
merits are good ... For the rest, fathers, pray for us as we also do for 
you, wretched though we be, and don't look on us as aliens from you. 
For we are all fellow-members of one body, whether Franks or Britons 
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or Irish or whatever our race. In Jesus Christ let us love one another, 
praise one another, correct one another, encourage one another, pray 
for one another, so that with him and with one another we may reign 
and triumph ... 

Those final sentences form as good a recipe for the success of 
the St Columbanus Community as you are likely to find any­
where. This Community also is, in a certain sense, based on 
representatives of the Franks, Britons and Irish, united in the 
one Body of Christ. 

The second passage I want to quote is from St Columbanus' 
letter to the monks of Luxeuil, written in 610. He had finally 
been expelled from Luxeuil along with the monks born in 
Ireland, while only those born in Gaul were allowed to remain. 
To one of these, Attala, whom Columbanus appointed abbot to 
succeed himself, he wrote some good advice on how to achieve 
unity in a religious community, as he waited for a ship at Nantes: 

My dearest Attala ... if you see that souls are making progress there, 
stay there. If you see dangers, come away. The dangers I mean are the 
dangers of discord ... let there be none among you who is not united. 
For you must chiefly strive for peace, 'ever anxious to preserve unity of 
spirit in the bond of peace'. What good is it to have a body and not to 
have a heart? ... He who loves unity is mine; he who divides is not 
mine, for 'he who does not gather with me', says the Lord, 'scatters'. 

One can easily imagine the same counsel being given by Saint 
Columbanus not only to his community in Luxeuil but to the 
community which is today placed under his patronage in Belfast. 

Columbanus escaped from the ship, and after wandering over 
much of Europe and founding a monastery at Bregenz, he 
finally reached Milan in Northern Italy in 613 on his way to 
Bobbio. From Milan he addressed a long letter of 5,000 words 
to Pope Boniface IV (608-15) calling on him to provide a focus 
of unity for the Church which was being torn asunder even in 
Rome by the Arian and other controversies: 

If any of my words have outwardly caused offence to pious ears, 
pardon me for my employment of such rugged passages-a historical 
narrative of the events permits me to omit nothing from my inquiry, 
and the freedom of my country's customs, so to speak, was in part the 
cause of my boldness. For among us it is not who you are, but how you 
make your case, that counts ... 
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Therefore, my dearest friends, come to an agreement quickly and 
meet together and don't argue over ancient quarrels. Rather keep quiet 
and consign them to eternal silence and oblivion. If any things are 
doubtful, leave them to God's judgement ... 'Let there be peaceful 
judgement in your gates', and pardon one another, that there may be 
'joy in heaven' and on earth because of your peace and concord. Why 
should you defend anything but the [ides catholica, if you are true 
Christians on both sides? I can't understand how a Christian can quarrel 
with a Christian about the faith. Whatever an orthodox Christian, who 
rightly glorifies the Lord, will say, the other will answer Amen, because 
he also loves and believes alike. 'Let you therefore all say and think the 
one thing', so that both sides 'may be one'-all Christians. 

The references to 'ancient quarrels' and 'both sides' might have 
been taken from one of our newspapers last week, last month, 
last year or last century. 

The inauguration in Belfast today of the Columbanus 
Community of Reconciliation would be at any time a notable 
step forward in the path of Irish ecumenism. But in the present 
context of violence and polarization in Northern Ireland it takes 
on a new and deeper significance. At a time when some other 
people are saying: 'You can no longer trust your Catholic neigh­
bour' (or your Protestant neighbour, as the case may be), this 
noble and self-sacrificing group of trusting people have such 
confidence in each other and in the power of God to unite that 
they are moving in to live with one another. While others are 
outraged by an inter-Church service even once a year, this 
prayerful community will come together daily to speak to God 
in common and to pray for unity in the Church, justice in 
society and peace on earth. In the very week when a Sunday 
service on the Protestant side of the 'religious divide' has been 
sacrilegiously attacked by men who falsely claimed the name of 
Catholics, God has raised up this living witness to the power of 
reconciliation, forgiveness and peace. May he nurture this 
tender plant to growth and flowering and a rich harvest, and 
may it always remain true to the unifying principle of Saint 
Columbanus himself: 'Whatever an orthodox Christian, who 
rightly glorifies the Lord, will say, the other will answer: Amen'. 
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BOOKS 

MIRACLES AND THE MEDIEVAL MIND, Benedicta Ward. 
Scolar Press, 1982. £17.50. ISBN 0 85967 609 9 

This is a book of impressive scholarship. Its author has drawn 
on a wide range of primary sources, in particular medieval 
shrine collections, as well as on the most recent modern 
historical research, both here and in Europe. She modestly 
speaks of the vast, complex and unstable mass of her raw 
material. In making all this manageable she is dealing with a 
subject compelling not only to the academic but also to the 
general reader, as the avalanche of studies of popular religion 
shows. History is rewritten and rediscovered in every genera­
tion; it reflects the common assumptions and interests of the 
present moment. Thus the church historian mirrors the current 
concerns of the church in general and so it is not altogether 
surprising that pilgrimage and holy place, healing and wholeness 
should be the subjects which hold a fascination because of their 
very immediate relevance today. 

Sister Benedicta deals with her subject with a wealth of 
absorbing detail, the result of academic research at its most 
meticulous and searching. But this is a book about people as 
well as about ideas, and we meet an amazing cross-section of 
medieval figures. We meet of course the saints themselves; the 
child-martyr William of Norwich; Godrick of Finchale, a self­
made man, one of the new merchants of the twelfth century, 
who became a hermit; Thomas of Canterbury, whose life 
epitomises the fact that greatness is not synonymous with 
sanctity. And then we meet the pilgrims to their shrines, a 
galaxy of people and of happenings which is a veritable tapestry 
of medieval life. Here is Alexander of Aberdeen, aged twenty­
four, a cripple whose feet were 'disgustingly worm-eaten', who 
knelt on his weak knees before the shrine of the holy martyr 
Thomas 'and before the eyes of all men ... threw away his 
hated crutches ... and was able to kick the ground lightly with 
joy and was able to walk firmly and in good health'. Emelina of 
Headington tried to commit suicide by drowning, was rescued 
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by the local miller, was brought to the tomb of St Frideswide 
dumb and paralysed and was cured by sleeping for five days at 
the shrine. A woman called Helen had been the mistress of a 
priest for three months and was suffering from sleeplessness and 
nervous exhaustion (no doubt the result of guilt). These and 
many more cluster round the shrines, many for days at a time, 
waiting for the miracle of a cure. 

Some miracles however happen away from shrines and one 
important chapter looks at the miracles of the Virgin. Here we 
can watch the unquestioned power of the Virgin as Queen of 
Heaven and the relation of that power to every kind of human 
need. She was infinitely powerful; she was infinitely concerned. 
The fascination of the stories here is that they turned on the 
unpredictable workings of limitless power held in the hands of a 
woman. 

Because it is so firmly academic the book naturally does not 
develop many of those areas which raise the biggest questions 
for the common reader. The most fundamental question of all, 
'Did miracles really happen?' is neatly ducked because we are 
told that this is a historical work whereas that belongs to the 
scope of theology and philosophy. Fair enough, even if a little 
disappointing. But I sometimes feel that we might have legiti­
mately hoped for just a little more help in some areas. The 
conviction that sin was the basic cause of sickness, for example, 
is mentioned on a number of occasions in passing but never 
explored. 

If we are in any way to enter into the medieval mind, to 
glimpse something of the hopes and fears and beliefs of the 
ordinary illiterate lay Christian then the written word can only 
serve a limited purpose; it must be balanced by building and 
artefact, by wood and stone and glass. So we are grateful for the 
illustrations of the Fleury capitals and the Canterbury windows, 
and for the brief comment in the text. Perhaps rather more 
integration of the two might have been illuminating. Because, 
for many of us, it is here that we come closest to experiencing 
the ideas and the attitudes of the medieval mind. 

The most exciting thing that this book does is to take us out 
of our cause and effect universe, with its exclusive interest in 
the mechanics of events, and transport us into a world which 
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had a much more subtle and varied understanding of the mira­
culous, accepting it as a basic dimension of life. 'The bounds of 
reality included the unseen in a way alien to modern thought', 
we are told. Miracles were the rule rather than the exception 
and the concept of the hand of God at work in the whole of life 
coloured perception. Miracles were understood in the setting of 
a world that was an extension of man with all his needs and 
desires, and not a world set apart from him. That vision of Saint 
Benedict which Gregory the Great recounts, in which he saw 
the whole world gathered up in one single ray of light, was no 
mere wonder; it shows an image of the union of God and man 
which lies at the heart of the medieval understanding of the 
world: it gives the perspective of heaven to the whole of 
creation. Reality is seen in its totality as created and re-created 
by God, and miracles, in their Christian context, are signs of 
humanity redeemed, signs of the ending of time in the single 
moment of redemption to which all things are to be related. But 
this is not all. The world is the ante-chamber of heaven and 
standing there are the saints, friends at court ready to intercede 
for those who need their help. This familiarity with the saints 
and an increasing desire to be in practical, physical contact with 
them created the great shrines and the pilgrimage routes to 
which this book so vividly introduces us. 

ESTHER DE WAAL 

THE ANGLICAN SPIRITUAL TRADITION, John Moorman. 
Darton, Longman and Todd, 1983. £8.50. ISBN 232 51455 0 

'Spirituality' is a word which constantly meets us in books that 
deal with religious experience. It is almost a 'pop' word now, so 
loosely used that it conveys no precise meaning. Any vague 
sense of spiritual things, any sort of symbolism, any hazily 
allegorical painting, any poetry which deals with the soul-these 
may be, and often are, described as 'spiritual'. 

St Augustine wrote these words: 'My life shall be a real life, 
being wholly full of Thee'. This is the best definition of spiri­
tuality I know. Spirituality is concerned with an approach to a 
personal, but not solitary, relationship with God. Not only the 
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act of contemplation, having a direct and intense v1s10n or 
consciousness of God, but many humbler and dimmer experi­
ences of prayer, in which the little human spirit feels truly the 
presence of the Divine Spirit and love: these are to be included 
in 'spirituality'. Bishop Moorman has attempted to convey this 
in The Anglican Spiritual Tradition. The work of spirituality is 
to supply and keep on supplying the life-giving consciousness of 
God and his presence in and with man. Moorman suggests that 
Anglicanism has done this through four distinctive modes: the 
study of the Bible, the language and liturgies of the Book of 
Common Prayer, in the tradition of preaching and in hymnody. 
He tries to show that, on the historical side, every Christian is 
profoundly influenced by his environment, and cannot be 
understood in isolation from it. He is rooted in the religious 
past of his race: its religious presence surrounds and penetrates 
him whether he is conscious of it or not, and through this 
presence and this past much of his knowledge of God must 
come. This, surely, is why we study spirituality. 

Yet in the end the book is disappointing, partly as a result of 
its method. Moorman gives a blow-by-blow historical account of 
English Protestant (not always Anglican) spiritual concerns 
from the Reformation to the present day. A thematic account 
would have produced richer and deeper fare. There is little in 
this book that he had not already covered thirty years ago in 
A History of the Church in England. What is really needed is a 
work which goes deeply into the relationship between theology 
and spirituality in Anglican worship and writing, an account of 
spirituality as an outlook and outreach towards the infinite, the 
loving sense of God's indwelling grace without which all 
religious institutions (even the Church of England) become 
mechanical and cold. Moorman tends to examine Anglican 
spirituality more within the terms of the history of comprehen­
siveness and polity than as that through which Christian activity 
realizes the actuality of its roots, the world of the spirit. 

Roots are what is lacking in this account of spirituality. 
Anglican spirituality, unlike Anglican ecclesiastical polity, goes 
back further than the Reformation, and has always moved out­
wards beyond it. To examine in depth the writings of Andrewes 
and Herbert, Wilson and Law, Keble and Pusey, and in our own 
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time Michael Ramsey and David Jenkins, is to realize our deep 
connections with the spiritual culture of Anselm, Julian of 
Norwich and the fourteenth-century mystics; and beyond, of 
our associations with the broader context of Protestant, 
Catholic and Orthodox spirituality. To have treated this subject 
under such headings as the Bible and prayer, the Cross, the 
Resurrection, Liturgy and Sacraments, the Church, would have 
been to give the Anglican spiritual tradition a fuller and deeper 
definition; and we should have been brought closer than we 
have been to an understanding of what it means to live and pray 
as an Anglican. 

RALPH TOWNSEND 

PRAYERS FROM A TROUBLED HEART, George Appleton. 
Darton, Longman and Todd, 1983. £1.75. ISBN O 232 51594 8 

BEYOND ALL PAIN, Cicely Saunders. SPCK, 1983. £1.50 
ISBN O 281 04042 7 

Here are two little books to help us through troublous and pain­
ful times. They are offered by a priest and a physician, each of 
whom have devoted their lives to the work of helping persons to 
cope. Bishop Appleton's prayers approach God intimately and 
frankly, confident that he is always there to listen when we call 
upon him. Dame Cicely Saunders' 'personal selections' are not 
prayers per se but, rather, words of faith, hope and courage 
with God at their centre. 

Although I enjoy reading and brooding on collections like 
these, I have never been able to use them as prayers. The fault 
lies with me and not with the prayers, for I know many women 
who find printed collections indispensable. I think especially of 
William Barclay's several titles for 'the Plain Man', Dr 
Weatherhead's House of Private Prayer, the 'Passion Prayers' of 
Eric Milner-White, the diaries of prayer by John Baillie and 
Elizabeth Goudge, and prayers 'for the modern man' or woman 
by Michael Quoist and others. I have these and recommend 
them frequently. Publishers include several new titles in their 
lists annually, and it is safe to say that the majority contain a 
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wide choice of excellent subjects for meditation, many of which 
are short enough to be memorized. 

Bishop George Appleton rather hopes that that will happen 
when we read or pray Prayers from a Troubled Heart. He 
recommends his own habit of memorizing little prayers of love 
and trust when we feel calm and peaceful 'so that when the 
conscious mind is no longer able to think or remember, the 
heart will pray ... '. He is referring to old age, of course, but 
these prayers are ageless. They will be welcomed warmly 
especially by the scores of readers of his earlier books and by 
the friends who asked him to produce 'a little book of prayers 
which could be used in moments of anxiety, loneliness, depres­
sion ... when God seems hidden, when even the memory of 
past mercies fails to warm the heart ... '. 

These prayers speak to God honestly and openly, in everyday 
language such as we might use ourselves if we were blessed with 
the Bishop's spiritual depth and skill with words. For example, 
we can all make good use of: 'Dear God and Father, remind me 
to look up in bare faith to you ... ', and, 'O God, I find your 
command to love everyone difficult. There are so many 
unlovable people ... '; or, 'Quieten my spirit and fix my 
thoughts on your will, that I may see what you want done, and 
contemplate its doing ... '. There is a prayer for the death of a 
child; the loss of a spouse; for the fear of dying-'I try to keep a 
stiff upper lip, but secretly I am dreadfully afraid. I am in a very 
dark valley where my faith and trust are being tested ... '. 

Without telling us how to pray, the Bishop's examples show 
us how to admit our human weaknesses, our utter dependence. 
'Lord, I hope that my prayer can somehow keep hopeless situa­
tions tied to you, so that you don't get pushed out', he writes. 
And, 'O Lord, grant that when I am hurt I may open my heart 
to you for healing ... ', and, 'Lord God, my heart is often 
fearful of the future. Forgive my lack of faith in you to guide 
and protect me ... '. There are many, many other quotable 
quotes; I particularly like this one: 'O God, I often get irritated 
and impatient, when people are boring, long-winded, when I 
can't get my own way ... ', and this: 'God, I wish that your 
perfect Son had lived to old age and so shown me how to live 
old age.' It's refreshing to know from this Bishop that God 
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receives our prayers even when they are not couched carefully 
in the formal language of the prayerbook. 

The prayers are arranged in seven categories which cover just 
about every way the human heart can be troubled. The first, and 
most comprehensive, 'A Troubled Heart', is followed by 'Growing 
Old', 'Times of Trial', 'Seeking Guidance and Strength', 'Relation­
ships with Other People', 'For Thyself Alone', and 'Prayers from 
a Pastoral Heart'. Each is linked with a verse of Scripture, of 
which the Bishop writes, 'it may well be that the text is more 
important than my prayers.' He gently hints that with 'quietened 
mind and a trusting spirit' we permit the Spirit of God to speak 
to our troubled hearts and bring comfort. The collection con­
cludes with an eighth category, characteristically Appleton, 
called 'Arrow Prayers', short prayers in time of need, a helpful 
device already familiar to his long-time readers. 

As shepherd of souls in five continents, and in all his books, 
Bishop Appleton has consistently emphasized that prayer is a 
relationship in which we get to know God personally and 
intimately. But, having poured out the heart to God, 'we need 
to keep [it] open both for his response and his action within 
us'. Prayers from-and for-a troubled heart, cannot fail to lead 
us compellingly to stop reverently at the end of each page, to be 
silent, to linger lovingly, and to listen. 

Beyond All Pain is a different kind of collection. It is a 
sample of Dame Cicely Saunders' spiritual reading throughout 
the thirty-five years or more during which she developed and 
put into successful operation her concepts for the treatment of 
intractable pain and care of the dying. She is the Founder and 
Medical Director of St Christopher's Hospice in southeast 
London. 

Let me say at once that the 'pain' in her title is not just the 
physical pain of terminal cancer with which Dame Cicely is so 
readily associated. It is that, of course, but even more so the 
psychological pain we suffer when, as she writes in her Fore­
word, 'death and other devastating disasters cut short what 
seems to us more important than life itself'. The cry, 'Why 
should this happen to me?' (or to the one I love), is universal. It 
is to this question that her life has responded as much as to the 
challenge of palliative medicine. 
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The answer, I think, as she presents it, is in learning to live in 
the trust that God does not ask anything of us that he is not 
prepared to endure himself. In Beyond All Pain there is a selec­
tion from John Austin Baker in which God replies to our 
'Why?' by saying, 'It happened to me too, not because I 
couldn't help it happening, but because I chose that it should, 
because it was right.' Of course, we don't choose our own dying 
but, as Dame Cicely tells her patients, we can choose to make 
our dying a positive experience; we can recognize suffering not 
as useless but as part of 'the price of universal progress and 
triumph ... God's all-embracing plan unfolding around us'. 

The example of Christ on the Cross is repeated throughout 
this book in numerous quoted passages which emphasize the 
beauty and hopefulness of life and death far more than grief 
and remorse brought on by the act of dying. Teilhard de 
Chardin, whom Dame Cicely cites, calls it 'the world's power of 
ascension'. John Austin Baker puts it this way: 'It is all grace. It 
is not even that there is a door which Christ unbolted, and we, 
standing outside it, have to stretch out our hand, lift the latch, 
and walk through. We are already inside.' 

From page to page, one is able to trace Dame Cicely's lifelong 
insistence on meanings-as in Viktor Frankl, for example: 'What 
matters is not what we expected from life, but, rather, what life 
expected from us.' I have known 'Doctor Saunders' for at 
least twenty years, and I would find it difficult, even impossible, 
to identify any major decision, any giant step, that she has 
taken which was not long prayed over and directed by what she 
understood to be God's expectation. This does not make her a 
saint. To the contrary, she is as human as the rest of us, albeit 
consistently stronger than most in putting down self-will or 
linking hers with God's. This is borne out, at least for me, in 
the generous portions of spiritual food she now offers us. 

One day in Washington, in 1965, Dame Cicely handed me 
Frankl's Man's Search for Meaning, and said, 'He makes awfully 
good sense; you ought to read him'. Some of what he wrote is 
in her book: 'Life ultimately means taking the responsibility to 
find the right answers to its problems, and to fulfil the tasks 
which it constantly sets for each individual.' She might have 
written that herself for, like most of the readings in this personal 
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collection, it witnesses to her response to Christ's command. 
Many selections in Beyond All Pain recall other treasures 

which Dame Cicely shared over the years-for example, 
Teilhard's 'The Wind and the Rain': 

What a leap forward the world would make towards God if all sick 
people at the same time converted their pain into a common desire that 
the reign of God should rapidly mature through the conquest and orga­
nization of the earth. Jesus crucified ... bears the weight and bears 
always higher towards God the progress of the universal advance. Let us 
do likewise, that we may be united with him all the days of our life ... 
I am tempted to go on quoting, for each entry is always so 

coherent with the others. Even in the death camps, Dame Cicely 
reminds us, men still searched for a meaning: 'The last of 
human freedoms: to choose one's attitude in any given set of 
circumstances, to choose one's own way ... ' was what was 
valued above all else. There are prayers written by Lithuanian 
prisoners in Siberia: 'When my soul sheds its tears, when my 
heart languishes in longing, when my whole being shivers in 
fatigue, come, 0 Jesus, I beg you to come.' And, from a Syrian 
liturgy, 'How fair and lovely is the hope which the Lord gave to 
the dead when he lay down like them beside them.' 

Several meditations and poems written by patients at St 
Christopher's are especially poignant and show how they were 
helped to accept their dependency over and over again, 'the 
same difficult and demanding struggle, often prolonged'; how 
eventually they came to understand that dying well and living 
well are equally necessary and death is a duty we are called 
upon to perform because God himself did it. 

Perhaps the best summary of the book's message and that of 
its compiler, is the quotation taken from a tablet in Burford 
Parish Church: 'Christ it is that sustains you and calls you to 
dwell with him. Laugh at the threats of disease, despise the 
blows of misfortune, care not for the dark grave, and go forth at 
Christ's summons, for Christ will be to each man a kingdom, a 
light, a life, a crown.' (Edward Harman, 1569) 

Beyond All Pain is inspiring; indeed, a worthy companion for 
Dame Cicely's biography,'" set for publication just as this 
Chronicle goes to press. NOVICE OBLATE DOROTHY SLG 

*Cicely Saunders, Shirley du Boulay, Hodder and Stoughton, March 1984. £7.95 
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PUSEY REDISCOVERED, edited by Perry Butler. SPCK 1983. 
£23.50. ISBN O 281 04054 0 

Edward Bouverie Pusey was, by any standards, a remarkable 
man. That people's reactions to him seemed to polarize into 
either discipleship or despite cannot alter that. His name was 
synonymous with one of the major renewal movements in the 
nineteenth-century English Church, the Oxford Movement, and 
yet he has attracted relatively few biographers. Perhaps 
Liddon's massive four-volumed Life led people to believe that 
the last word on Pusey must have been said; perhaps potential 
biographers have been deterred, as the editor of this volume 
suggests, by the nature of the man himself, enigmatic, complex, 
and, to some, uncongenial. For whatever reason, Pusey has not 
received the serious attention that must be his due as one whose 
thought has been seen as a major determinant of 'the mind of 
the Oxford Movement' (Owen Chadwick). This new collection 
of essays fills, therefore, a felt need. 

The great joy of this volume lies not only in the wide range 
of its essay subjects, but also in the reliance of all the essayists 
on little-known or unpublished sources. It is refreshing to come 
to Pusey direct, as it were; so very little of what he preached, 
prayed, wrote or taught is now easily accessible to the ordinary 
reader. Having read this collection, I feel that I now know so 
much more of what shaped and stirred this man of many parts 
whose life, at least in his own understanding, was 'spent in a 
succession of insulated efforts, bearing indeed upon one great 
end-the growth of catholic truth and piety ... ' Indeed my 
appetite has been whetted for more! 

Many of the essayists ate critical of aspects of Liddon's 
account. Leighton Frappell, for example, in assessing the course 
of Pusey's early mental and spiritual development, disagrees 
with Liddon's theory that Pusey's early interest in German 
liberalism was a 'temporary unsettlement'. He also disagrees 
with another suggestion that Pusey turned away from liberalism 
towards Tractarianism because of some intellectual and 
emotional revolution which represented the victory of a basic 
craving for 'emotional security'. Frappell proposes that the real 
truth lies somewhere between these two theories. He indicates 
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that the dominating influence on Pusey's thought was and con­
tinued to be his awareness of major threats to Protestantism 
both from within and from without the Church. In his concern 
for a right response from himself to those threats, Pusey, while 
remaining convinced of the primary importance of scripture and 
of its warranty for fundamental doctrine, moved away from an 
earlier commitment to the use of the tools of textual criticism 
to the belief that such skills were as nothing, were indeed in 
themselves lethal, without the responsiveness of individual 
Christians to the promptings of God in the heart. 

Other essays throw further light on the intellectual and spirit­
ual influences on the young Pusey. Martin Roberts and David 
Jasper both stress the influence on Pusey and on the other Trac­
tarians of the Romantic movement, and in particular, of the 
pervasive influence of Coleridge's seminal thinking. Pusey's 
family background is explored by David Forrester who finds in 
it root causes of his depressive nature. From an exploration of 
over two hundred unpublished letters between Pusey and his 
wife-to-be, Forrester builds up a fascinating picture of Pusey's 
emotional development and family life, a picture which Liddon, 
perhaps in a desire to protect Pusey, was unwilling to paint. 

Pusey was involved in many matters ecclesiastical: the book 
carries essays which explore his outstanding academic achieve­
ments, his views on the relationship between Church and State, 
on the place and potential of cathedrals, on university reform 
and his commitment to unity with the Church of Rome. In the 
light of a personal interest in Pusey's influence on R. M. Benson, 
the founder of the Cowley Fathers, I was particularly interested 
in those essays which enlarged my appreciation of that. I valued, 
for example, Ruth Teale's discussion of 'Pusey and the Church 
Overseas', particularly with respect to Pusey's ideal of 'the 
apostolic method of evangelization'. I also enjoyed reading 
Keith Denison's description of Pusey as confessor and spiritual 
director. 

With so many essays on particular aspects of Pusey, it was 
vital that we should also be given accounts of him which drew 
together all the separate threads. So I was especially grateful for 
those essays which did just that. Robert Harvie Greenfield's 
account of Pusey's lifelong attempt to comprehend and teach 
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'the Catholic Faith' effectively demonstrates _Pusey's solid 
commitment to his own Church of England. Gabriel O'Donnell's 
assessment of Pusey's spirituality does real justice both to 
Pusey's complexity and to his spiritual sincerity-it also help­
fully complements Denison's portrait. Peter Cobb discusses 
Pusey's position as the 'fulcrum' rather than leader of the 
Anglo-Catholic movement. 

I read A. M. Allchin's essay as a 'way in' to the whole book as 
well as in its proper place at the end. I valued particularly the 
way in which he showed Pusey to be a spiritual mentor and 
guide for our time and place. His selection of quotations from 
Pusey's sermons and his deeply spiritual synthesis of Pusey's 

• teaching have given me much to ponder. 
It is impossible in such a short space to do justice to all the 

new insights that the contributors to this symposium have given. 
Between them they have added greatly to our knowledge and 
appreciation of Edward Pusey. We now have a clearer picture of 
his single-minded love and longing for God. That picture can 
only serve to enrich and enlarge the heart, as well as the mind. 

ANNE HORTON 

THE CISTERCIAN ALTERNATIVE, Dom Andre Louf. Gill 
and MacMillan, 1983. £4.95. ISBN 7171 1306 X. 

SEEKING GOD: The Way of St Benedict, Esther de Waal. 
Fount Paperbacks, 1984. £1.75. ISBN O 00 626687 8. 

Anyone whose reading is in any degree influenced by the design 
of book covers and dust-jackets is fairly often going to feel 
they've been misled about what is inside. I might very easily 
never have got beyond the outside of the second of these two 
paperbacks, but would have missed some very good things. 
However, the outside of The Cistercian Alternative gives a good 
idea of its contents. The design is dominated by four black and 
white photographs, four panes of a window onto Cistercian life, 
with a cross in the midst. Two of the pictures are of Cistercians 
at prayer, alone and as a community; one shows a monk storing 
parsnips and the fourth a monk reading. In his introduction 
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Dom Celsus Kelly calls the book 'a statement of Cistercian 
spirituality', and the cover is not misleading in its implicit 
suggestion that Cistercian spirituality is inseparable from 
Cistercian life, that is, life in a Cistercian monastery. This is not 
the pathologically ascetic life of the stereotype Trappist, saying 
not a word from one year's end to the next, frozen to the 
marrow, gaunt, sleepless. In a chapter which outlines the pro­
cess, inner and outer, which takes an aspirant from his first 
entry into the community to the time of his profession, the 
living reality behind the exaggerations of popular imagination is 
plainly stated and carefully explained. Later chapters pick up 
some of the major themes referred to in the account of a 
monk's daily occupations, and treat them in greater depth. 

The book has been written from inside the life it describes, so 
there are none of the inaccuracies and misconceptions which are 
so hard for the outsider to avoid, however sympathetic and well­
informed he may be. But neither is there anything at all critical 
or questioning, and sometimes Dom Andre's reverence for the 
Cistercian way gives the impression that he is being rather too 
idealistic. For example, referring to the Office of Vigils which 
takes place soon after the hour for rising ( three-thirty or there­
abouts), Dom Andre says: 'At this hour, when the thousand 
occupations of the day do not trouble one's spirit, there is 
effectively no other alternative than prayer. And if one's heart 
is awake, sleep does not appear as a real alternative.' Is it only 
the slack monk or the uncomprehending outsider who wonders 
if the flesh is always so meekly subject to the spirit? St Benedict 
tells his monks to prefer nothing to the Opus Dei and to give 
this practical expression by responding at once to the signal to 
go to the oratory. But he is a realist, and says also: 'When they 
get up for Vigils, the brethren may quietly encourage one 
another' (in spite of the strict silence kept during the night) 
'since the sleepy are given to making excuses.' (Rule XXII). 

The Cistercian Alternative seems to be intended primarily 
for Cistercians themselves, but will be of interest to others in 
Christian communities, especially those whose life is based on 
the Rule of St Benedict, and to students of monasticism; while 
the reader whose knowledge of Trappist life is derived from the 
writings of Thomas Merton will find in it the interestingly 
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different perspective of a French abbot. Doubtless too the 
author and translator hope that some who read the book will be 
encouraged by it to seek out Cistercian monasteries and, by 
experiencing the life for themselves, take the first steps along 
this uncompromising alternative to the way of the world. 

In Seeking God: The Way of St Benedict, Esther de Waal 
commends the Benedictine Rule as a guide for Christian men 
and women in the world. On the face of it, this looks an un­
likely undertaking. Although the Rule has formed the basis of 
very diverse communities, from the Carthusians to a charismatic 
monastery of monks and sisters in the United States, it does 
seem to be an intractably monastic document. Esther de Waal, 
who is a historian, has looked beyond those elements in the 
Rule which seem to bind it to the remote past; though in sug­
gesting how the spirit of the Rule is relevant to people who 
work in offices or factories, get stuck in traffic jams, shop in 
supermarkets, she does not bypass the letter. Indeed it is often 
the most mundane details-what sort of clothes ought monks to 
wear, what do you do about someone who is always late for 
meals-that bring us closest to St Benedict, for here is a man of 
God bringing his understanding of the Gospel to bear on every 
aspect of daily life. He combines the highest ideals and a blunt 
realism: 'Let everyone who comes be received as Christ', and 
'Special care is to be taken over receiving the poor, since the 
respect we have for the rich is itself enough to ensure that we 
welcome them'. 

That of course is as true now as when it was written, and 
needs no interpretation. But what about this? 'Do not grant 
newcomers to the monastic life an easy entry.' The aspirant is 
to be left knocking at the gate for four or five days, and when 
admitted is to be warned again and again of the 'hardships and 
difficulties which will lead him to God.' It would be easy enough 
even for a Benedictine community to dismiss this as wholly 
inappropriate today, especially if there are few who get as far as 
knocking, so what can it have to say to the lay Christian? Esther 
de Waal picks up from St Benedict's fifty-eighth chapter the 
phrase 'if he still stands firm'. In a pointed aside she contrasts 
the long period of testing and reflection allowed to and required 
of the postulant with the way in which the Church lets its 
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members undertake the comparable commitment of marriage, 
and goes on to identify the stability which is required of the 
postulant with steadfastness, having one's foundations well laid 
on solid rock, with endurance and holding on, with trust that 
God is holding on. These are not only virtues that all Christians 
should cultivate, but values that answer to a deep need in 
human nature which tends to run away from difficulties, most 
commonly by saying 'If only . . . ', and fails to see that the 
difficult place is where God is waiting. 

This example is taken from the chapter entitled 'Stability'. In 
each of the nine chapters the author takes a major theme from 
the Rule and applies it in the light of her day to day experience, 
her reading and reflection. I found her interpretations and illus­
trations a little like reading the New Testament in French: per­
fectly recognizable for the most part, but also surprisingly fresh 
in the unfamiliar guise. 

Each chapter is followed by a short section of quotations and 
prayers which underline its theme. Most books of popular spiri­
tuality have no references at all except perhaps to passages of 
scripture. Esther de Waal gives her references to the Bible and 
the Rule in the body of the text, and presents the others very 
fully, page numbers and all, in a little appendix to each chapter, 
which encourages the reader to follow them up. The range of 
sources is wide: from the Desert Fathers and Celtic prayers to 
Jean Vanier. A title which appears frequently is Consider Your 
Call, A Theology of the Monastic Life Today. When it was 
published in 1978, one of its reviewers commended the point 
made in the Foreword by Cardinal Hume that this examination 
by Benedictines of the English Congregation of their own prin­
ciples and practice had a far wider relevance which he would 
like to see given fuller treatment. In Seeking God Esther de 
Waal has done just that, and it is good to see an appreciative 
Foreword by the Cardinal Archbishop of Westminster alongside 
that of the Archbishop of Canterbury. 

The author says that her starting-point was not the Rule 
itself but the monastic buildings at Canterbury, bearing witness 
both to past glory and to a living heritage; for the Benedictine 
heritage has been a strong influence from the earliest centuries 
until the time of the Reformation and beyond, and its imprint 
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is still discernible. She also acknowledges her indebtedness to 
present-day Benedictine communities and to the community of 
her own family. The only reservation I have about her book is 
the fact that she has not sufficiently emphasized the vital part 
played by what St Benedict calls 'the battleline of brethren' in 
supporting the individual in his efforts to stand firm, to keep 
beginning again, to foster attentiveness, to trust in the mercy of 
God. But nowhere does she suggest that the way of St Benedict 
is going to be easy for anyone. For all of us, Christ is both guide 
and goal. The centrality of the paschal mystery is a theme 
dominating the whole book. Easter dominates the monk's life as 
the pivot of the liturgical year; each week begins with a 'little 
Easter', and every day the Office of Lauds greets the rising sun 
as a type of the Risen Son. 

What is at the heart of the vows is that to enter into the paschal mys­
tery of dying with Christ and entering with him into the depths means 
also that we rise again with him, and that this life, lived out day after 
day and year after year, will in the end make us partakers of the glory 
of the kingdom. 

This is the message of the great east window of Canterbury 
Cathedral, and of two verses of a hymn appointed to be sung at 
Lauds during Lent: 

Thy day is come which brings to birth 
Thy risen kingdom here on earth; 
When joyful to thy grace restored 
We shall be ever with the Lord. 
Let praise from all things he has made 
To God the Three in One be paid, 
And may our hearts by him set free 
Sing the new song eternally. 

SISTER CATHERINE SLG 
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