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Preface and
Acknowledgements
owe thanks to many places and many people in the writing of this
book. Both sides of the Atlantic have played their part. Canon
Jim Fenhagan and Canon Howard Anderson, the Wardens of the
College of Preachers, subsequently the Cathedral College in
Washington DC, welcomed me into the life of the College community for two months each year, which brought me hospitality,
friendship and conversation in a warm and stimulating environment. This book could never have been written without the
Woodstock Center at Georgetown University, in which I found a
library of incomparable resource, with the material unavailable in
the depths of the Welsh border countryside where I live. Its access
to open shelves allowed me to wander and explore widely, and find
material not only for this book but also for the series of lecture
courses I have been giving at the same time. My warmest thanks go
to Fr Leon Hooper SJ and his colleagues.
The practical help that was urgently needed to allow me to finish
this book in the spring of 2008 came from the patient teaching of
Zoe Maslin of Rowlestone Mill and the incomparable expertise of
Ray Rose who dealt with my technological dramas with understanding and enjoyment.
Throughout this undertaking I have been supported in prayer by
the sisters of the community at Tymawr, the Society of the Sacred
Cross, the Anglican community with whom I have been so closely
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associated over many years. They are a few miles away, across the
border in Wales. My own cathedral, of Hereford, has fulfilled its
role as a mother church, bringing an excellence of liturgy, music
and preaching – a source of beauty and energy for which I am
deeply grateful. My debt to the yearly experience of the Easter Vigil,
which has played such a seminal role in the genesis of this book,
however, crosses the boundaries of the Anglican and Roman
Catholic Churches and I must mention the names together of the
Dean, the Very Revd Michael Tavinor, and of Fr Michael Evans
OSB, parish priest of St Francis Xavier, Hereford, and Benedictine
monk of Belmont Abbey.
My thanks therefore cross the divides of England and Wales,
America and Britain, Anglican and Catholic – which is just as it
should be for someone who lives in a borderland, for my greatest
support has been my own home, the garden, the stream and waterfall, the orchard of this cottage which was given by my father to my
husband and our four small boys forty years ago this spring. As I
kept the anniversary on 21 March (this being the traditional date for
the exchange of property in the country) I reflected with gratitude
what it has brought me: the stability which has earthed me in times
of much travelling, and a gentle rhythm of changing times and
seasons, which has become a very essential undercurrent of my life.
My deepest debt is of course to St Benedict and the Rule which
has continued to play such a vital role in my life over the years since
my first encounter with the Benedictine tradition at Canterbury.
My life has changed since then but the Rule remains a source of
continuing support and challenge. Written for a community, it
made sense in the years of my family life, but it has also allowed me
to come to terms with life on my own in the past ten years. The
vows bring me the strength to change and build as each new chapter of my life unfolds, and I know that this will continue until the
day of my death.
This is a very personal book, and the way in which I handle my
subject and the interpretation that I bring must be seen as entirely
my own, and my responsibility. My hope is that my readers will be
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able to identify with my approach and that they will find here something of the excitement that I found in the writing of it.
E  W
Feast of St Benedict, 11 July 2008
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Introduction

his book was originally written to meet an earlier deadline,
which, however, never materialized because my antiquated,
indeed antediluvian and archaic, word-processor met its death the
previous week, and as a result everything went either into limbo or,
some sections (notably the references and quotations), into undecipherable hieroglyphics. I could do nothing about it for some
time because in the following months I was, as always in the winter,
in Washington DC at the Cathedral College. A heavy teaching programme left little time for writing or research and when I returned
to England just before Palm Sunday I immediately found myself
plunged into Holy Week and Easter.
The reading I had been doing in preparation for writing the book
meant that I entered, as I had never done before, into the liturgical
life of the Triduum, those days from Good Friday to Easter. It
became a powerful three-day experience, and I tried to keep it, in
spite of many other demands, as it should be kept – as ‘a time of
vigilant prayer in preparation for the passing over from the old to
the new’.1 This meant that the Easter Vigil itself, and above all the

T
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renewal of baptismal promises, gained a depth and meaning that
they had never had before.
As a result I then began to rewrite the book in a totally diﬀerent
way, and I was grateful that an apparent catastrophe should become
the occasion of a new start. The change was that I decided to make
Easter (or more strictly the Easter Vigil in the context of the
Triduum) my starting point. My central theme still remained the
renewal of the baptismal covenant, and although it takes place in
particularly splendid and significant circumstances during the
Easter Vigil, I would not want this book to be seen only in that context. Of course if it is read during Lent that would be extremely
appropriate, but I hope that it will not be seen only in the context of
Lenten reading.
When the idea of vocation is so often used in a specialized and
limited way to apply to those responding to the call to enter the
religious life, the ordained ministry or some special oﬃce in the
Church, it is good to remind ourselves that baptism remains
the essential foundation on which all Christian life is built.2
Baptism is the vocation that we all share as Christians. This book
is written for all of us who have been baptized and for whom our
baptismal promises are a lifelong commitment. Yet, although we
have the chance to renew the covenant of baptism time and again
throughout our lives, I do not find a great deal of attention being
paid to the preparation for that renewal. But for those of us
baptized as infants, when we come to think about baptism in adulthood many of us may find that we can now enter into that experience much more fully and are able to appreciate its riches. Above all
it presents us with a world of imagery and symbolism that fuels the
imagination. It brings us a feast of glorious teaching from the early
Fathers which feeds the mind. It is liturgy at its most magnificent
with language that rejoices the heart. It can become a source of
strength for our continuing Christian discipleship, and remind us
of the many others whom we join to form the body of Christ and for
whom this has been the crossing of a threshold opening up into a
new and fuller life.
{ 4 }
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Baptism is given once (frequently in infancy), but we also have
the chance to renew it time and again throughout our lives.
Although it is increasingly popular for this to be at the Easter Vigil
there are many other opportunities as well. I can think of three very
diﬀerent times in my own life, in circumstances which cross
boundaries of place and denomination. In May 1982 I was present
in Canterbury Cathedral on the historic occasion of the visit of
Pope John Paul. In his address he spoke of how we were about to
renew our baptismal vows together: ‘Anglicans and Catholics and
other Christians, as a clear testimony to the one sacrament of
baptism by which we have been joined in Christ . . . In this way the
renewal of our baptismal vows will become a pledge to do all in our
power to co-operate with the grace of the Holy Spirit, who alone
can lead us to the day when we will profess the fullness of our life
together.’ And then, standing in front of the chair of St Augustine
before the high altar, flanked on one side by the Moderator of the
Free Churches and on the other by the Archbishop of Canterbury,
that vast congregation, filling the nave to capacity and with crowds
of people standing outside, all together joined in renewing their
baptismal promises. To the ringing declaration of the Pope, ‘This is
the faith of the Church,’ we gave the resounding response, ‘This is
our faith.’
Several years later I found myself in the National Cathedral in
Washington DC for the feast of the Epiphany, where the then
Presiding Bishop of the Episcopal Church, Frank Griswold, was
the celebrant and again we renewed our baptismal promises. The
Epiphany is another of the festivals of the Church when Jesus’
baptism in the Jordan is recalled, and as a result brings another
opportunity for us to recall the significance of our own baptism.
The Magi and the Jordan are juxtaposed in a sermon for Epiphany
by St Peter Chrysologus:
Today the wise man ponders in profound amazement what he
sees there . . .
Today Christ entered the riverbed of the Jordan . . .
{ 5 }
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Today the Holy Spirit floats over the waters in the form of a dove,
so that by this sign it might be known that the world’s universal
shipwreck has ceased.3
But every year I am always at home for Holy Week and Easter, so I
have the certainty of knowing that I shall be keeping the Easter Vigil
in the mother church of my own diocese. Hereford Cathedral is
very close to the Roman Catholic church of St Francis Xavier, where
the parish priest is a monk from the nearby Benedictine community of Belmont Abbey. On alternate years the vigil starts in one
or other church and then, after a procession down the main street
of the city, concludes in the other. Thus I know that at a particular
point in the service – after the long readings, and the lighting of the
new fire, and the Exsultet – I shall find myself standing and facing
the font, recalling my baptismal covenant. Whether that font is
made of solid Norman stone or is an ornately gilded nineteenthcentury design, the questions will remain the same, spoken either
by an Anglican cathedral dean or a Roman Catholic Benedictine
monk. I make my response, mingling my voice with those of the
large congregation which surrounds me, made up equally of
Anglicans and Roman Catholics, and as I do so I recall the words of
Pope Leo the Great:
In the unity of our faith and baptism
We enjoy an undivided fellowship
And dignity common to us all.4
Yet do I really prepare myself suﬃciently for this moment? Is it too
easy to take it for granted? Would it mean more if I took time
beforehand in preparation, through reading and prayer? These are
the questions that underlay my wish to write this book – in the first
instance for myself, but then increasingly I wanted to share it with
others. I felt that something important and splendid had been
lost to us, had somehow slipped from our grasp and I wanted to
recover it.
{ 6 }
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I found that my exploratory study of baptism in the early centuries of the Church took me into the areas not only of theology,
history and liturgy, but also of anthropology, architecture and
ritual. I found that the teaching given in preparation for baptism
made thoroughly exciting reading, full of dramatic language, energizing and stirring of the feelings because it was so imbued with a
sense of the urgency of turning towards this promise of life and
freedom. It made as much use of the visual as the verbal, and all the
five senses were involved. I discovered the importance of image,
symbol and storytelling in the rite itself. I realized that the phrase
baptismal covenant is misleading if it seems only to carry cerebral or
legalistic connotations, but that as soon as it is seen in the context of
the Old Testament covenant it becomes something quite diﬀerent.
The covenant of the Old Testament is something glorious,
demanding all our heart and mind, and carries a sense of warmth.
The further I read, the more I realized how baptism involved the
whole of the self – so that people were brought face to face with
nothing less than their full humanity.
Whenever we enter a church we are reminded that baptism is the
foundation of the Christian life, its starting point. The font is there
to greet us, in all the many forms that it may take. Where I live I am
surrounded by churches with huge, deep Norman fonts, standing
fonts in which the child could be totally immersed – since the
practice of adult baptism had largely fallen into disuse by the tenth
century. Later on, fonts might become more elaborate, ornate, even
ornamental. But whatever the shape they are there in order that, in
the words of the seventeenth-century poet and parish priest George
Herbert, people may ‘call to mind their baptism often’.
Rivers, flowing water, pools were used in the earliest days, and it
was not until the fourth or fifth century that baptisteries began to
appear. At first these were square or rectangular, making connection with the cubic mausoleum which was common at this time, so
that the image of the font is that of a sepulchre. But, from the fifth
century, other images also begin to creep in. We find the circular
font – the feminine shape, a reminder of the womb – while the
{ 7 }
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octagon brings a reminder of the seven days of creation and the
eighth day, the day of resurrection. So here we find the visual
expression of the two integral elements of baptism: birth and rebirth,
death and resurrection. This symbolic expression of a circular font
is continued in many more recent fonts and baptisteries, one of the
most dramatic and eﬀective examples being at St John’s Abbey in
Collegeville, Minnesota, where the first thing to greet anyone as
they come through the great north doors of the magnificent abbey
church are the steps leading down to a pool, set low in the floor,
with the movement of circulating water.


What first drew me to this interest was discovering the connection
between the Prologue of the Rule of St Benedict and early teaching
on baptism. Scholars have long recognized that the Prologue is a
fragment of a baptismal catechesis, based on a homily given for
those about to be baptized. But this has tended to remain a nugget
of information tucked away in academic commentaries, or in a
passing reference in a footnote, and therefore not widely known.
Yet once the connection has been made it brings another dimension to the reading of the Prologue. St Benedict not only includes
material found in baptismal catechesis, such as the psalm commentary commonly used in addressing candidates for baptism, but all
the underlying imagery which brings such a dramatic element to
baptism: death and life, light and darkness, the battle, the journey
and, above all, the figure of the risen Christ.
The result of this has been that I have found myself once again
drawn back to the text of the Rule – more specifically, the text of the
Prologue. I have once again turned to Benedict as the teacher whose
concern is to lead his disciples into the way of fullness of life.
Rereading the Prologue in the context of baptism, after I had read
much other early material (some of it included in the anthology at
the conclusion of this book), brought fresh depth to familiar words,
{ 8 }
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nuances and resonances which I now became aware of because I
was seeing them in this new context.
I have therefore drawn out of the Prologue certain themes that
relate to baptism and I hope that by presenting them in this way this
book may serve the purpose of helping us to reflect on our baptismal vocation. I hope that it can be seen as lectio, that reflective
reading, mulling over words and turning them into prayer, which is
a particular monastic art. In the introduction to his translation of
the Rule intended for lay people, Fr Patrick Barry makes this point
very clearly:
The Prologue of the Rule is itself inspired by the spirit of lectio . . .
it penetrates to the deepest meanings of our Christian life . . .
timeless call to inner personal change, growth, development
through the Word of God.5


This return to Benedict seems particularly appropriate since the
later date of its publication means that this book will appear almost
twenty-five years to the day since the publication of my Seeking
God: The way of St Benedict. The tradition of monastic spirituality
and, above all, the Rule has played an immensely significant part in
my life over these past years. I constantly return to the Rule itself, to
a text that is at once familiar and yet always new. It has been at the
root of my belief and practice, and it has brought me simultaneously support and encouragement while at the same time presenting me with the prospect of a lifelong journey of continuing and
never-ending transformation. That glorious assertion with which
Benedict ends the Prologue, that its goal is that by faithfully following the way ‘we shall through patience share in the suﬀerings of
Christ that we may deserve also to share in his kingdom. Amen.’


{ 9 }
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The accidental book
This seems a good moment in which to tell the story of how Seeking
God came to be written only as the result of a series of accidents. In
the 1980s Collins, still operating under the shadow of Lady Collins
and long before the appearance of Rupert Murdoch, was the only
publishing house to produce a Lent book – the Archbishop of
Canterbury’s Lent book – which was always commissioned well in
advance, generally written by a pillar of the ecclesiastical establishment and, of course, until then only by a man. When there was a
crisis with the manuscript due for 1984, the editor Sarah BairdSmith approached me and asked if I would expand on a piece that I
had recently written for the community at West Malling in Kent, on
the subject of the Rule of St Benedict and family life. Even this had
been written by chance, for the nuns had originally asked my
husband and myself to do it together, but when he was ill I had to
take over, which resulted in writing for the first time in my life on a
religious topic.
In 1983 therefore I was given six months to produce a booklength manuscript on the theme of the Rule in the life of the lay
Christian. This was something of a challenge since those were the
years in which I had four young sons, was teaching for the Open
University, and there were all the many demands that fell to my lot
as the wife of the Dean of Canterbury. At that time I had visited only
two Benedictine communities – the Anglican nuns in Kent, and the
Roman Catholic monks and sisters of Bec-Hellouin (whose friendship with Canterbury dated back to the years of Lanfranc and St
Anselm and was strengthening during these years through frequent
visits and exchanges). If I had known more of the life and practice
of current Benedictine monasticism, I probably would never have
had the temerity to have embarked on the writing of the book. I
wrote it with lay people like myself in mind, never having any idea
of it being seen by professed religious. However, not only did
Benedictine communities read it, both in Britain and in America,
but they then encouraged their oblates and associates and visitors
{ 10 }
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to read it, and as a result it has been translated into many languages
worldwide. Surely this can only be seen as ‘God’s celestial timekeeping’ – the inimitable words of Canon Dick Milford who in old
age (after a career that included the founding of Oxfam) used to
come and visit us and talk about God’s sense of humour – to which
I would add, with gratitude, the grace of the time and the place that
put me in a situation that was to change my life in such a totally
unexpected way.

{ 11 }
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Preparing for Easter

Holy Saturday
ood Friday is familiar. Easter is one of the great festivals,
celebrated by the secular world as well as being for Christians
the pivot of their year. But Holy Saturday seems to be the forgotten
day of the Christian calendar. Most of us are far too busy – making
preparations for the Easter celebrations, cooking, decorating the
church, travelling, organizing family holidays. So how, unless we
have the good fortune to be able to go away on retreat, do we handle
this day, make it a time of emptiness, of waiting, seeing it as the
empty space, which is yet full, coming between two powerful liturgies? In her poem ‘Holy Saturday’, the American poet Bonnie
Thurston reminds us that it is the seventh day, the day on which
God rested ‘from making, from being un-made’:

G
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Christ has died.
Life is hidden
In God’s obscurity
I love this day
of silent waiting
when fasting is over,
feasting not begun,
when pain is past
but flesh not quickened
This is where we live,
this human space,
waiting before the cave
in the tarnished garden
where it all began
and ended
to begin anew,
we hope, forever.6
Few days are more mysterious.
What is happening?
Today there is a great silence over the earth,
a great silence, and stillness,
a great silence because the King sleeps . . . 7
These are the opening words from an ancient homily for Holy
Saturday by an unknown author who shows us the scene set in all its
drama:
He wishes to visit those who sit in darkness and in the shadow of
death. He goes to free the prisoner Adam and his fellow-prisoner
Eve from their pains, he who is God, and Adam’s son.
The Lord goes in to them holding his victorious weapon, his
cross . . . And grasping his hand he raises him up, saying: ‘Awake,
{ 13 }
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O sleeper, and arise from the dead, and Christ shall give you
light.’
Orthodox theologians have always said – surely rightly – that the
actual moment of the resurrection cannot be depicted (any more
than the moment of the creation or the incarnation). The classical
Easter icons choose to show the eﬀect of God’s saving action, the
moment of liberation, breaking down the doors of the underworld.
How can we even begin to imagine it? The crucified, with his bleeding body, his wounds still raw, descends into the depths of darkness. Christ stands on a narrow bridge (is it the cross?), spanning a
dark pit, and he is grasping Adam by one hand and Eve by the other.
He is in a robe of glory, with a halo, and he is about to bring them
up out of that darkness into the realm of light. This is Christ who
has allowed himself to be overcome by death so that ‘death would
gulp him down into the innermost depths of the world’, as Karl
Rahner puts it.8 Is this something even beyond personal salvation?
Is it the earth itself that is now transfigured, ‘an earth that is set free,
that is untwisted . . . that is forever redeemed from death and from
futility’?9 These must remain questions to which we cannot know
the answer, and it seems to me that that is right.
For Holy Saturday is above all a day of silence. There is a hidden
intensity to this day and it is once again the artists who have tried to
capture it for us in visual terms. The descent of Christ into the
underworld lends itself to magnificent depiction, above all in the
work of the iconographers. He is shown not as captive but as
conqueror, the deliverer of those imprisoned, the bringer of light to
the furthest depths of human experience. Although the Gospels tell
us nothing of this mysterious event, Peter speaks of it on the day of
Pentecost (Acts 2.14–39) and, in the third chapter of his first epistle,
‘he went and preached unto the spirits in prison’ (1 Peter 3.19). It
clearly was widely known in medieval Europe, since – something
which never ceases to surprise and delight me – it has been chosen in
the mid-twelfth century to be represented on the font at Eardisley a
small church in the remote border country between England and
{ 14 }
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Wales. It is a dramatic and dynamic scene, portrayed with extraordinary vigour and richness. Christ is dragging Adam out of a
limbo of twisted knots, rather like clinging tentacles. (An antiquarian
brochure, written by someone who had no idea of the context,
described it as a man being pulled out of a thorny hedge, and
somehow I always felt that this homely interpretation was no bad
way of catching something of the diﬃculty and discomfort of how
entangled we become and how we need the help of a strong hand to
drag us upward.) Christ is clutching Adam firmly by the wrist, with
a strength and determination of grasp that is virtually tangible. On
Christ’s left shoulder a dove is perched, and in his right hand he is
carrying a cross, which resembles a staﬀ. His figure is leaning
forward, almost bent, as he moves with such urgency. And then we
also have here the magisterial figure of God the Father, seen holding
a book so that the scene becomes trinitarian. Did the sculptors, or
their patron, recognize how appropriate this was for a font? We have
no way of knowing. But for any of us seeing it today it gives us a
portrayal of the saving grace of the Godhead, just as for generations
of families bringing children to be christened here it must have
spoken in its own terms in ways that we cannot begin to imagine.10
The significance of the scene, however it may be portrayed, in
whatever medium and at whatever date, is not, as Rowan Williams
is keen to point out, about rescuing those who are in ‘hell’ in the
sense that they are for ever cut oﬀ from God. But they are imprisoned, unfulfilled, their growth towards God halted. We might say
that they were languishing in their ‘frozenness’, but when Christ’s
hand touches them something new becomes possible. Moving into
the heart of human longing and incompletion, Christ overcomes
the locked gates of death, the frozen lives cut short, in the act of the
new creation that we are witnessing.11
This anonymous writer continues, telling us how Christ addresses
Adam and his fellow-prisoners with the promise of new life:
Awake, O sleeper,
and arise from the dead,
{ 15 }
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and Christ shall give you light.
Come forth . . . Have light . . . Rise . . .
I command you: Awake, sleeper.
I have not made you to be held prisoner in the underworld.
Arise from the dead; I am the life of the dead.
Arise, O man, work of my hands,
arise, you who were fashioned in my image.
Rise, let us go hence . . .

Easter
Easter is the pivotal moment of the Christian year. It is prefaced by
forty days of preparation and followed by fifty days of rejoicing.
Benedict tells us to ‘look forward to holy Easter with joy and spiritual longing’. He himself had a memorable experience of Easter
when he was in the cave at Subiaco, that time of silence and solitude, spent, in the memorable words of St Gregory, ‘holding himself still before the gaze of God’. He is so deep in prayer that he is
totally unaware that it is Easter. But God alerts a local priest to find
the cave and to bring him Easter greetings – to which Benedict
looking up from his prayers responds, ‘Easter indeed it is brother
because you are here.’ In this man, the first human being that he has
encountered for many months, he sees the first fruits of the resurrection, the risen Christ. The gaze that he now turns on the other
penetrates through the externals to the true self, the risen self in
Christ. (Later on when he comes to write the Rule he will include
what has become one of his most well-known aphorisms: ‘Let
everyone who comes be received as Christ,’ and it is tempting to
think that he had this formative moment in mind so that, once
again, we find him writing out of his own experience.)
The Easter festival has inspired magnificent prose and poetry,
sophisticated works of art and humble verse. It is the time to shout
Alleluia – as this traditional song does so joyously!
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The whole bright world rejoices now,
Hilariter, hilariter!
The birds do sing on every bough,
Alleluya, alleluya!
Then shout beneath the racing skies,
Hilariter, hilariter!
To him who rose that we might rise,
Alleluya, alleluya!12
This is hardly surprising, for Easter deals with what is timeless: the
movement from dark and light, from dying and death, to resurrection and new life. For Benedict also tells us, ‘Keep death daily before
your eyes.’ Here is paradox, tension. To think about Easter, and of
course baptism in the context of Easter, faces us with paradox and
with mystery, above all the paschal mystery.
For at the heart of Easter we come face to face with the figure of
the risen Christ:
I am the Christ.
It is I who destroyed death,
who triumphed over the enemy,
who trampled Hades underfoot,
who bound the strong one
and snatched man away to the heights of heaven;
I am the Christ.
Then in words put into his mouth in this homily, the paschal Christ
addresses each one of us:
It is I who am your forgiveness,
the lamb slain for you;
it is I who am your ransom, your life,
your resurrection, your light,
your salvation, your king.
I am bringing you to the heights of heaven.13
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But it is not only what is written or depicted about Easter – it is the
experience itself, both individually and corporately, which tells us
so much. One of the most moving examples of what this can mean
comes from the account of the Irish pilgrims who went to spend
Easter in Rome in 631, coming ‘as children to their mother’. They
found themselves staying in one of the pilgrim hostels that
clustered under the walls of the great basilica: ‘And they were in one
lodging in the church of St Peter with a Greek, a Hebrew, a
Scythian, and an Egyptian at the same time at Easter.’ Being there
together at Easter with people from other nations gave them the
shared experience of the universality of the Church. It had such a
profound eﬀect that on their return home they convinced their
fellow Christians of southern Ireland to change the date of Easter to
coincide with that of Rome – some thirty years before the rest of the
Celtic Church.14
The celebration of Easter not only made Christian believers
aware of the unity of the Church in other times and places, it also
made them aware of their connectedness to the natural world itself,
the ebb and flow of creation. In the Letter to Nechtan, Bede speaks
of the whole universe being involved:
We are commanded to keep the full moon of the paschal month
after the vernal equinox, the object being that the sun should first
make the day longer than the night and then the moon can show
to the world her full orb of light because the ‘Sun of righteousness with healing in his wings’ (Matt. 4.2), that is, the Lord Jesus,
overcame all the darkness of death by the triumph of his resurrection.15
Bede goes into greater deal on the connection of Easter with the
created world when he writes of how the timing of the Pasch is
central to both creation and redemption:
when the equinox is passed, that the shadow of death may be
vanquished by the true light. At the turn of the moon, to show
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how the Glory of the mind is turned from earthly things to heavenly ones on the Lord’s Day, when the light shows the triumph of
Christ and our own Resurrection.16
Elements from many traditions and sources inevitably flow into
this one great, central feast. In pre-Christian times the people of
northern Europe would gather together on a hilltop to light enormous bonfires to their gods now that winter was past and spring
was coming, gathering around the flames as they pleaded for the
return of new life. We picture that famous scene of the Christian era
when St Patrick on the hill of Slane, in full view of the Irish high
king on the hill of Tara, lit the first fire of Easter, causing such alarm
to the watching courtiers who predicted that this was a fire that
once lit would never be extinguished.
In the northern hemisphere where Easter fits in with the emergence of new life after the cold and the sleep of winter, it is quite
naturally a part of rural consciousness, and as a result lends itself to
some charming local traditions which we occasionally get the
chance to glimpse. Francis Kilvert, the Victorian country priest and
diarist, tells what went on in his neighbourhood (which is also my
own countryside of the Welsh border country). He describes how it
was the custom on Easter Sunday morning for the villagers to go to
a nearby pool ‘to see the sun dance and play in the water, and
the angels who were at the Resurrection playing backwards and
forwards before the sun’. They were not there for any particular
purpose, they had no message, no gift of healing, they were there
simply to go to and fro over the water. While it was something
shared it was at the same time intensely private and individual, as a
contemporary Welsh poet, Ruth Bidgood, recognizes when she tells
us in her poem ‘Resurrection Angels’ how solid-seeming villagers
stared enchanted watching the sun dance and play, as
In dazzle they half-saw
great shining shapes, swoop frolicking
to and fro, to and fro.
{ 19 }
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This much was shared
expected; day and place had their
appropriateness, their certainties.
The people had no words to tell
the astonishment, the individual bounty –
for each his own dance in the veins,
brush of wings over the soul.17


The Easter Vigil
It is hardly surprising then that the liturgy of the Triduum, the three
days of Good Friday, Holy Saturday and Easter Day, but above all
the Easter Vigil itself, should touch something elemental to human
experience. For it is after all being used to express the movement
from death to life, from darkness to light – the transformation of
the cold and darkness of a stone tomb to the light and warmth of
the resurrection. It is nothing less than the passage from the old life
to new life in the risen Christ. St Augustine said that the Easter Vigil
was ‘the mother of all vigils’. It uses drama and storytelling, silence
and song, a night of darkness and of light. It uses the images of light
and dark, of fire and of water. It involves all the senses, sound and
sight, taste, smell and touch. It is a shared experience, not least in
listening to the retelling of a common story. But it remains essentially personal and private, something unique to each one of us.
It is only comparatively recently, in 1955, that the Easter Vigil
was restored by Pope Pius XII, bringing back into the life of the
Church something that is probably the oldest feature of the Easter
celebration but one that has since then become increasingly widespread. From earliest times the Church would keep watch through
the night and meditate on the mighty works of God as people heard
the reading of key passages telling of his saving love, and joined in
the saying of the psalms. It is a long night; a night of listening and of
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waiting, for any good storytelling that recalls the past cannot be
hurried. At the greeting on this most holy night we the faithful are
reminded that this is the Passover of the Lord and that by hearing
his word and celebrating his mysteries we too may be confident that
we shall share Christ’s victory over death and with him pass from
death to life.
All are encouraged to ‘partake with gladness from this fair and
radiant feast’. The opening sentence of the paschal homily of St
John Chrysostom brings an invitation from a master who is generous in welcoming the latecomers and those who have delayed
equally with those who have been faithful and have laboured long.
Enter then, all of you, into the joy of our Lord.
First and last, receive alike your reward.
Rich and poor, dance together.
You who have fasted and you who have not fasted,
Rejoice today.
...
Let none lament their poverty;
for the universal Kingdom is revealed.
Let none bewail their transgressions;
for the light of forgiveness has risen from the tomb.
Let none fear death;
for the death of the Saviour has set us free.
With the Paschal Candle lit, and tapers held by the congregation lit
from it, comes the Exsultet, the Easter proclamation. It is always
sung, by the light of these candles, for there is no way that this text
can be simply read – it demands song. Heard only once in the year,
in this solemn setting, we wait for those amazing opening words:
Rejoice, now, heavenly hosts and choirs of angels,
and let your trumpets sound salvation for the vict’ry of our
mighty King.
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Rejoice and sing now, all the round earth,
bright with a glorious splendour,
for darkness has been vanquished by our eternal King.
So now at last with the full image of death–resurrection established
comes the moment for the renewal of baptism. The readings have
included the passage from Romans where St Paul has told us that,
just as Christ died and rose for us, so we are called to die and rise
with him. We enter into this great mystery through the waters of
baptism, which is at the heart of this night. Water is poured into the
font, and the Paschal Candle is held above it; then it is plunged
three times into the water while the priest asks for its blessing, and
continues, ‘May all who are buried with Christ in the death of baptism rise also with him to newness of life.’ Now come the questions
about the rejection of evil, the repentance of sins, the aﬃrmation of
faith. The successive responses are made so directly: I turn to
Christ; I submit to Christ; I come to Christ; I believe and trust in
him. And then finally, no longer personal but corporate, the last
ringing declaration: ‘This is the faith of the church. This is our
faith.’ Then, as the procession returns from the font to the altar, the
congregation is sprinkled with holy water.
The vigil concludes with the celebration of the Eucharist. But of
course we cannot say that it ends. It is now up to us to pray that this
work of renewal will continue, deepening and enriching our baptismal vocation as we attempt to follow Christ on the path of daily
discipleship.
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Recovering Our
Historical Roots

t is only by looking back that we have a future.’ These words
concluded a lecture on the preservation of museum objects by
a conservationist who had been talking about the basements and
storerooms below ground, that hidden part of the life of museums
and galleries that few people see since they are out of sight of the
public eye. I thought what a good analogy that gave for the role
played by the past as the hidden foundation on which everything
else depends but of which it is often only too easy to remain
unaware. This book depends on ‘a deep look at the deep past’ – a
phrase used by someone to explain what had drawn her to study
early monasticism. ‘Neglect of the past impoverishes our lives and
without it we lack perspective and rootedness; something shrivels
in us when we live only in the present.’18 The idea can be taken even

‘I
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further if we see the dispossession of historical identity as an attribute of poverty. ‘Those who inherit confront the world with a
confident eye for they know that they have “a place in the scheme of
things”. The future, too, is theirs to claim.’19
Knowing that they had a place in the scheme of things for the
early Church Fathers, together with the first monastic writers, and
Benedict by the sixth century, meant that in their writing they
naturally built on those who had gone before. In eﬀect they are
saying to their disciples: ‘These words are not mine, but have come
from inspired sources. I am not going to instruct you with a new
teaching but with one that I have learned from my fathers.’20 They
saw themselves as the recipients of a tradition, which they would
enrich with their own peculiar emphasis, and re-express in terms
that reflected their personalities or those whom they were addressing. They entered into a rich and comprehensive tradition which
they saw as common property, over which there was no sense of
literary ownership. It is an entirely diﬀerent literary scene from that
of today where writers are protective, often combative, over rights,
and regard plagiarism or the infringement of copyright as a most
heinous oﬀence. But here Christian learning and understanding is
collected, assimilated and shared, transmitted to one another and
to succeeding generations. The picture is one of confluence, of
flowing together and mingling. Profoundly conscious of being the
heirs of the past they felt a responsibility to propagate the wisdom
accumulated by their predecessors and to hand it on to future
generations.
This was a process that demanded creative skill, as we can see in
the case of Benedict who had first read widely and then selected and
unified, choosing what to bring together from a number of diﬀerent sources. From this process has come that flexibility and generosity of spirit that is part of his genius, something that he wanted
to transmit to his disciples. At the very end of the Rule, almost as his
final word, comes a plea to his followers to read further from
diverse sources, and to explore writers with diﬀering backgrounds:
on one hand the hermit tradition of those living alone, on the other
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the coenobitic tradition of those living in community.21 This same
openness is shown in the way in which he handles the biblical texts
that form such an important part in his writing. Look, for example,
at two paragraphs of the Prologue, verses 14–34, and we can see
how he uses his quotations as a weaver would use diﬀerent threads
to create a beautifully variegated tapestry. Words coming from very
diﬀerent sources are presented, glossed and connected in order to
flow together easily. He makes a seamless robe out of Thessalonians, the Psalms, Isaiah, Corinthians – so that it becomes a
sequence which tells us that it is the Lord who is speaking uniformly throughout, and a saying from the Sermon on the Mount sums it
all up. We are watching a man who brings his own humanity, his
particular insight, to the handling of his sources and it is impossible
to read the Rule without being aware of the freshness and excitement of his own voice, his personal charisma breaking through.
My own experience as a historian has also been drawn from
diverse sources. What I have learnt has not come only from the
written word but also from visual evidence, from particular landscapes and buildings that are a reflection of a way of life. I had the
good fortune to live much of my life surrounded by the presence of
the past in a way that demanded attention, and as a result I came to
see the non-verbal as a form of text. My earliest childhood years
were spent in Shropshire where my father was the vicar of a rural
parish church that had been the site of a Benedictine priory in the
Middle Ages, which meant I could see the monastic gatehouse from
my bedroom window, and I knew the names of the priors who had
preceded my father there in the Middle Ages. Later, in the ten years
that I spent in Canterbury, I found myself at the heart of one of the
greatest of all the European Benedictine communities, and I lived
under the shadow of the monastic church that is now Canterbury
Cathedral, the mother church of the worldwide Anglican Communion. In recent years I have returned to the Welsh borders, to a
cottage which is only a few miles from one of the earliest Cistercian
settlements, the abbey of Dore founded in 1147, which is unique in
having been restored after the Reformation and having become the
{ 25 }

Seeking Life

12/22/08

12:09 PM

Page 26

 
Anglican parish church when the landowner Lord Scudamore
rebuilt the choir for local parochial use.
Each of these places spells out a message for anyone who cares to
read it: we revere and honour the past, but we do not see these as
dead and fossilized stones – they are living stones carrying the past
into the future, responding to the new demands and expectations
of succeeding centuries. We need to be loyal to the past but we must
not be encumbered by it, as Michael Mayne, the former Dean of
Westminster Abbey, said. It is echoed in words from David Hodges,
a member of the Cistercian community on Caldey Island in South
Wales, who speaks of ‘a process of creative fidelity to the tradition’.
Loyalty to the past calls for the discernment to recognize what is of
permanent value, and then see how it can be translated into terms
that will touch contemporary life. This asks for a delicate balance
between rootedness and openness, something that the monastic
tradition understands.
If history gives us a place to stand, a sense of being earthed and
grounded, this is not to be confused with being static. The
Benedictine vows illustrate this well when they establish the paradox of keeping stability in tension with conversatio morum, which is
roughly translated as the commitment to change, to the ongoing
journey and whatever may lie ahead. It is thus a question of holding
the balance. While we need the past we must not let ourselves
become imprisoned by it or allow it to become an idol. Martin
Smith expresses this well when he sets out the issue:
faithfulness to tradition does not mean mere perpetuation or
copying of ways from the past but a creative recovery of the past
as a source of inspiration and guidance in our faithfulness to
God’s future.
Martin Smith was then the superior of the Cowley Fathers in the
United States, the first Anglican community to be founded in
England since the Reformation. When the American brothers
decided to revise their rule they saw it as ‘an expression of
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confidence in the living continuity of tradition, an act of inner
appropriation and rearticulation’.22


It seems to me that we all need more and more to deepen the
grasp that we have of our rich monastic heritage, and the closer
we get to the source, the more fruitful and splendid our lives will
be, in all kinds of varied expressions and manifestations . . . We
have not scratched the surface of this rich land of ours that our
Fathers have left us.23
These words come from a letter Thomas Merton wrote to a fellow
monk, the Benedictine Fr Ronald Beloﬀ. Merton has come to see
the Fathers of the Church as friends, whom he knew well, for he was
a skilled linguist and could read and study them in the original. The
copy of the great patristic collection, Migne’s Patrologia, in the
library at Gethsemane with his annotations, shows us how he had
soaked himself in their writings, while the tapes of the lectures that
he gave to the novices show how he wished that the same might be
true of them. He acknowledged that this was the basis of his life
after he entered the monastery, and that it was this living tradition
that formed and shaped him.
He believed that lives touched by contact with the riches of this
glorious monastic heritage would become ‘more fruitful and splendid’ and his books opened that up so that the monastic tradition
touched many people for whom it had hitherto been a well-kept
secret. Others followed and a fellow Trappist spoke of ‘cracking
open the monastic treasury so that others in the Church might
blessedly loot its contents’. Francis Kline then said that as the riches
of the monastic tradition were made more available to the Church
this became a two-way process, and in return monastics gained new
energy from looking to the baptized ‘who discern in the monastic
way their own journey’.24
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Merton continued to study seriously throughout his life, and in
those later years when he was living in his hermitage he made a note
in his journal, on Easter Monday, 19 April 1965: ‘Study of medieval
exegesis is a way of entering into the Christian experience of that
age, an experience most relevant to us, for if we neglect it we neglect
part of our totality.’ But then he warns, and of course in his notebooks he is writing to himself, that it must not be studied from the
outside: ‘my own vocation demands that it must be a deepened and
experiential study from within’. He was speaking of his monastic
vocation, but these are words that any of us can apply to our own
baptismal vocation.


The voice of the past can and must speak. Of course we live in the
present moment, but that does not entail the dismissal of the past.
There is a danger of succumbing to the tyranny of living in the
moment, entering ‘the portals of the eternal present’, to the loss of
what has gone before. On the first page of The Power of Now, the
author declares, ‘I have little use for the past and rarely think about
it,’ although he is quite ready to tell his own story, ready to take us
back to his earliest years in order to show us how he became ‘a
spiritual teacher’.25 In contrast to this sort of storytelling, which is
highly personal experience, when the Israelites told the stories of
the years in the desert, the escape from Egypt and the feast of the
Passover, it was to bring a sense of a shared past, a common identity
– one to which we listen at the Easter Vigil. The Chief Rabbi,
Jonathan Sachs, speaking on the radio just before the time of the
Passover, said how important it was ‘to tell and to retell stories that
unite us and bring us hope’. And then he went on to say that this
telling of sacred stories will naturally attract to itself a ritual, ‘the
ritual artistry of drama and symbol’, and thus it becomes a point of
reference for the way in which people conceptualize their lives.26
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The Easter story, told in those early days, as people struggled to
make sense of it – and as the newly baptized would hear it at the end
of the Easter Vigil – would have made demands both on those who
told it and on those who heard it. For as Rowan Williams put it in a
recent article for a national newspaper that appeared on Holy
Saturday:
The untidy character of the stories leaves the reader or listener
with work to do. Whatever else this is, it isn’t the account of an
event happening just to someone else in the past. It tells you that
something in the world has opened up . . . Stories may have to be
interrupted and questioned – they may mean that familiar things
and persons have to be looked at with a new depth of attention.27
Each one of us hears and responds diﬀerently, even though we
might be members of a large gathering, such as one of the ceremonies of the Triduum. Recognizing this, and realizing that there
might be social and racial tensions among his hearers, St Gregory of
Nazianzus showed in his vivid retelling of the story of the passion
and the resurrection how something diﬀerent is asked of each one
of us:
If you are Simon of Cyrene, take up the cross and follow.
If you are crucified with him as a robber, have the honesty to
acknowledge God.
If you are Joseph of Arimathea, ask the executioner for the
body.
If you are Nicodemus, the man who served God by night,
prepare him for burial with perfumes,
If you are one or other Mary, or Salome, or Joanna, shed tears
in the early morning. Be the first to see the stone removed,
and perhaps the angels too, and even Jesus himself.28
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In earlier times, when tradition was handed on by word of mouth
from one generation to another, the corporate aspect of tradition
would have been entirely natural and unselfconscious. In 1905, an
old woman called Janet MacLeod, on the island of Eigg, oﬀ the west
coast of Scotland, when asked where she had heard a particular
song, replied:
I heard it from many a person . . . My father’s people were
famous for old songs . . . When my father came to Trotternish,
whether or not he brought any property with him, he at least
brought enough poetry and lore to fill the world . . . was it not
said about them that they never forgot any poetry or lore, but
were constantly adding to the cairn . . .
The pile of stones to which everyone adds one more stone is not a
bad way to describe this accumulated legacy which was of more
value than gold or property. Everything that endures is good.
Shared gold goes not far,
But a shared song lasts a long time.29
Here we hear directly from someone who has the sense of continuity with the past and who recognizes what that brought to their
lives.
I would like to think something of that same sense of giving and
taking could apply when I come to reading voices from the past. If
I think of myself as having a conversation with a written text just as
I would have a conversation with a living person it is good to
remember what a long history ‘the art of conversation’ has had in
the Church. Conversations guided by the Holy Spirit, between an
elder and a disciple, between the abba or the amma, dating back to
the earliest times in the desert and those who came to learn from
them, have always played an important role in the teachings and the
spread of the faith. It is an art that takes many forms, not only
between master and pupil but between equals and friends, or, as in
the case of Benedict and Scholastica, between brother and sister.
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St Aelred, the twelfth-century Cistercian Abbot of Rievaulx, said
that whenever he was talking with a friend there was always a third
person present and that was Christ. Perhaps we should think of
good conversation as an art form which demands as much of us as
other skills and interests. This means a willingness to listen fully and
to take time. At the start this may ask for quite a lot of confidence
and openness. It is good to remember that, like digging for gold, the
insights we receive will be in direct proportion to eﬀorts to listen
patiently, and to wait. It has many parallels with talking to someone
from another culture or background who will be bringing with
them all their baggage of history and tradition, of suﬀering and
triumph. I cannot really meet them until I am willing to be open and
honest about where I stand and what my own story is. There is much
here in common with the art of hospitality as the Rule shows it to us:
the need to be reciprocal, to receive as well as to give, and above all
the need to show reverence and respect for the other.
The words that I found at the door of a convent in Zimbabwe
express this well. Since they were given no attribution I have no idea
where they might come from, but in the situation of a strife-ridden
country they made a forceful impact on me:
My first task in approaching another people,
another culture,
is to take oﬀ my shoes.
For the place that I am approaching is holy.
Otherwise I may find myself
treading on another’s dreams,
their memories, their stories.
More serious still – I might forget
that God was there . . .
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When St Gregory wrote his life of Benedict in the form of a dialogue
he introduced the figure of Peter the deacon who interrupts and
questions, asking for clarification. He is a young man who needs to
stop and think things out before he can take the next step since he
cannot move on while there is still confusion in his mind. I find this
a useful analogy for approaching an original text (such as those, for
example, included in the Anthology of this book). If I picture
myself having an interior dialogue with what I am reading, I will
debate and discuss, almost as though this is a living encounter
between friends, teacher and disciple. This can be particularly valuable in cases where the voice is not always crystal clear – for, to
return to an earlier theme, I must be prepared to discern and to
welcome truth in various expressions and there may well be ambiguity and paradox in the way in which the words touch us all
diﬀerently.
It is only too attractive to escape the demands of reading in this
way, and to become selective or to make the past too easily accessible by looking for what we hope to find. What has happened with
the enthusiasm for ‘the Celtic Church’ shows the dangers of popularizing and trivialization (the anamchara is seen as soul friend, but
taken out of the context of the penitentials). I was surprised, and
pleased, when I happened to reread something that I had written in
1986, in the introduction to a small book that was in some ways a
pioneer in this field:
To discover a tradition just because we need it can be a dangerous undertaking. It is vital to be strictly honest here and not to
lapse into any sentimentality or romanticism which will merely
find in the Celtic world material to feed contemporary needs and
longings, and thus to remake the past in our own image . . .30
When Patrick Barry tells us that we should approach the Rule of St
Benedict as ‘a still-living text’ I think that that should also apply to
much of the material of the past. Here are ancient texts, having a
history that is old ‘but still living and breaking forth into new per{ 32 }
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spectives’. We should of course, as far as we can, put it into context
and try to see what it meant for its time, but also see how it can still
carry significance for today’s very diﬀerent world. If we stay with it,
and try to penetrate its hidden depths, we will find that ‘it opens up
to us new facets of our inner being and reveals new meaning in our
lives’.31
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