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Foreword

David Torkington has a unique gift of being able to express profound truths very simply. He has used it to good effect in his latest book on the Christian Mystics. He adopts an original approach that allows Peter, a hermit, to become the central character in the story. It is shot through with much autobiographical detail which not only helps the flow but adds greatly to the interest and communicates the heart-warming enthusiasm of the author. There is a particularly moving account of a night spent alone in the Basilica of the Holy Sepulchre which he describes as a ‘life-changing’ experience.

Like all David Torkington’s books it is about prayer. He takes us right back to the mystical spirituality that Jesus practised with his disciples in their daily pattern of prayer. He then leads us to see how this was continued and brought to perfection after his glorification, giving prayer a new power in, with and through the Risen Lord. This would transform the lives of those early Christians by teaching them the daily prayer that leads to the prayer without ceasing.

He uses the word ‘mystic’ derived from the Greek word Mysterion to describe those first ordinary Christians who by daily living for God came to experience his hidden mystical love as a by-product of their selfless giving. They follow Jesus in what was known as “The Way” (Acts 9:2), journeying to the Father’s home and the fullness of life and love. David Torkington leads us to see how this prayer is for all. Inspired by their example we endeavour to put prayer at the very centre of our lives as we seek to be caught up and transfigured in the Risen Lord.

This kind of prayer is very much a journey. We are encouraged to be strict in setting aside time and place; reading the Gospels; invoking the Holy Spirit. All of this helps to lead us to silent God-centred prayer. It will not always be easy and may well result in a dark night that purifies. In the end it is pure gift.

Lest this all sounds rather daunting, there is also a practical guide to prayer based on the Our Father and the acknowledgement that in the end each prays in the way that is best for them. Archbishop Ramsay used to say, “There is a God-given space at the centre of each one of us which only he can fill.” This book, rich in its teaching and quotes from the Fathers, goes a long way towards helping us to fill that centre-space.

+Thomas McMahon

Bishop Emeritus of Brentwood


Chapter 1

The Mystic in a Barbour Sweater

He was kind, he was concerned and compassionate, but he was uncompromising too. My condition was incurable and I would be dead before the New Year was out. The doctor had never called me James before, it had always been Mr Robertson, but he called me James on that day as he took my hands in his and spoke to me like a father although he was half my age, and almost half my size. It was only supposed to be just another check-up, so neither my wife nor I had any reason to suspect what had come like a bolt from the blue. In fact, Ellena had gone out for the day fly fishing with a friend without the slightest suspicion that my doctor was going to give me anything other than yet another clear bill of health. I took the long way home through the New Forest to try to come to terms with the news that had turned my stomach into turmoil and my head into a hornet’s nest. It was the autumn of 2014, the hottest year on record that had been crowned with the most beautiful autumn that I had ever seen, at least in England.

When I was a boy the family had a holiday home in New England that enabled us to escape the pandemonium that permanently prevailed in New York where I was born and grew up. This autumn in the New Forest almost rivalled the fall that never ceased to enchant me as a boy. I had a sudden desire to go back home once more to see the place where I grew up and to visit the magical forests where I fished with my father as a boy and played hide and seek with my brothers and sisters. But it was only a temporary whim. I married and made my home in Southern England and the New Forest became for me what New England had been before. I had in fact married twice. My first wife Jennifer, whom I met at university in the States came from Scotland, so we made our life together in Edinburgh where she died giving birth to our first child who died the next day. I met and fell in love with Ellena almost fifteen years later, on a visit to Franciscan Italy, and we had been married for over thirty years. Jennifer was a Presbyterian, Ellena was a Roman Catholic, but I was brought up an Episcopalian. Thanks to that retreat in Franciscan Italy, we both committed ourselves to living a serious Christian life and actively working to help others do likewise.

Ellena not only had a degree in English, but a theology degree too that enabled her to become the director of a retreat and conference centre called Walsingham House at Chingford, overlooking Epping Forest in North London. The incumbent director asked Ellena to take over his job as director when he was head-hunted to become the Dean of Studies at the National Catholic Radio and Television Centre in London. It was here that we were given the flat that became our first home. This enabled me to continue my academic career as a history lecturer at London University, while helping her at weekends. We so loved walking in Epping Forest that we bought, what was initially a holiday home in Brockenhurst in the New Forest, in Hampshire. It was a wise decision because the flat went with Ellena’s job. We knew we would have to give it up sooner or later. It was wise, too, because house prices were still reasonable in the 1980s but they went sky high in the 1990s, especially in Brockenhurst that was in the heart of the New Forest with its fast train link to London. When, after about ten years, circumstances forced the Dominican Sisters who owned Walsingham House to sell up, we were not homeless or jobless either. I could still commute to London to continue my academic career, while Ellena accepted a job teaching at ‘the Brock’, as Brockenhurst College was affectionately called. I spent a good deal of time working voluntarily at the Catholic Chaplaincy in Gower Street, and Ellena did the same for a new retreat centre at Sway nearby. The Dominican Sisters who had to leave Walsingham House, eventually, and quite by accident, ended up in their new home only a few miles away from us.

We loved spending our holidays in Italy and usually ended them spending a few days at our favourite place, an enchanting little hermitage known locally as Lo Speco di Narni. St Francis used to go there for solitude and prayer and it was here that Ellena proposed to me and it wasn’t leap year either! It was our special place. Having so much in common contributed to the happiest marriage that I could ever have hoped for. But what now, what, oh, what now? How was I going to break the terrible news, not just to my wife, but to my proven soulmate of the last thirty-five years?

She was so radiant when she came home, so excited, so full of life that I didn’t know how to tell her of the death that was growing inside me. She had caught three trout, a four-pounder that she had taken to the smokery near Stockbridge, and two smaller fish, one for dinner, the other for our neighbour. How could I shatter her joy with the sorrow that welled up in me? But how could I hold it within me any longer for I must needs speak, and if I couldn’t speak to my nearest and dearest, to whom could I speak? The fish ended up in the deep freezer and we did little else than weep and hug each other throughout a sleepless night. Poor Ellena was shattered, but she made me a cup of tea shortly after dawn before disappearing for the early Mass at Sway. When she returned she had changed. Oh, yes, there were many more hugs, kisses and sleepless nights, but she was never self-indulgent. In future all her care and attention was directed towards and for me, with no thought for herself. She had always been more practical than I and she immediately turned her attention to preparing for what was left of my future.

“I have been thinking,” she said. “I think you should fly out to see Peter as soon as you can, and while you can.” Peter, or Peter Calvay as he was known, was a hermit living in the Outer Hebrides who had helped me several times in the past. In fact, it was through him that I first met Ellena, and it was he who helped me when my first wife Jennifer died over forty years before. He helped direct my spiritual life, especially when I found myself in a black hole, not once, but many times over. Since that pilgrimage to Franciscan Italy, which he led over thirty years ago, my contact with him was mainly by post and then by email when we gave him a computer as a millennium present, to help him keep in touch with his many correspondents.

Peter’s email was immediate. It was deeply moving and personal, too personal to share with anyone other than my beloved Ellena, but it was practical too. He was coming to the mainland in early March of 2015 on a very rare visit to join his brother and his wife to celebrate their twenty-fifth wedding anniversary and he would come earlier to visit us, if we could put him up. It might not be the silver lining that we were looking for, but it was none the less more than we could have hoped for in the circumstances. I was not only pleased for myself, but for Ellena too, who would need his shoulder to cry on more than any other when I had gone.

Just before the last Christmas post that I would ever receive, there came a large envelope from the parish priest of SS Anselm and Cecilia in London. It contained all the advertising material that he had prepared for the course I promised to give the following Lent. Understandably I had completely forgotten about it. What was I going to do? He spent a small fortune advertising in all the religious periodicals and newspapers as well as producing hundreds of leaflets. He hoped I was well, wished me a Happy Christmas, and hoped we could meet up early in the New Year to finalise all the arrangements. I was devastated and so was Ellena. What were we going to do? I couldn’t possibly give the course now and who else could give such a specialised series of talks? Although I only lectured in English History I had made a private study of Church History specialising in the history of Christian Spirituality. My course was entitled Wisdom from the Christian Mystics and was to be given in the first week in Lent. “I simply don’t know anyone else who could take my place,” I said. “Oh, I do,” said Ellena without a second thought. “Peter can. He is a brilliant speaker, as we both know, and who knows more about mystical theology than he does? And he said he is coming down in early March and your course is in the last week in February.”

If it had not been for me feeling sorry for myself I would have been overjoyed when Peter accepted. His brother’s wedding anniversary was on the 11th of March and, as he lived near Southampton everything should work out satisfactorily. Anyway, I told the parish priest of the revised plans and why. He was devastated for we were of a similar age, and we had known each other for a long time and he too had been an Anglican before he became a Catholic. I knew and liked him when he was a chaplain at London University. Of course he had heard of Peter Calvay and was delighted that he would take my place, although he said he still could not take in the news that shattered him.

In his life of St Antony, the great Father of monasticism, St Athanasius described him as he appeared to a group of would-be disciples after twenty years in solitude. They knocked down the door to his chosen retreat and begged him to make them his disciples. The man St Athanasius described, looked for all the world like the man who emerged from Brockenhurst Station on Friday 27 February 2015. Although I had kept in touch with Peter since I last saw him in Franciscan Italy thirty-four years before, I had not seen him since. His spiritual teaching never changed, but gradually deepened. But now I saw how all that I learned from him in the intervening years was embodied in him and in all he said and did. The familiar appearance of the man I knew and loved was still there, albeit thirty years older, but there was a quality of peace, joy and spiritual wellbeing that was more pronounced than ever before. When I shook his hand I felt as if I was shaking the hand of the man whom St Athanasius had described. The familiar shape and form was but the cast for the new-made man within, the man remade in the image and likeness of the man who had inspired him to go into solitude in the first place.

This Antony, however, was not dressed like an ancient hermit in a threadbare goatskin, but in a smart, brand new, green extra-large Barbour pullover with brown corduroy trousers, both of which Ellena had sent him. He reminded me of Joe Gargery dressed in his Sunday best as he arrived in London to meet Pip in Great Expectations. Goodness knows what Peter would have looked like if he did not humour Ellena by wearing the clothes she sent him for Christmas. One thing would nevertheless have remained the same, no matter what he was wearing, and that was his thick shock of hair, but now to our surprise it had turned completely white. We were delighted to see that unforgettable smile we knew of old. Although he would now be over eighty, he seemed to have lost none of his agility despite his handicap. Since the age of six when he was struck down with polio he had worn an iron calliper on his right leg and always carried a stick to support himself. This stick and the old brown leather holdall were the only two accessories by which I remembered him from our last meeting.

We spent most of our time on the train up to London reminiscing, so I had no time to ask Peter about his talks. My own talks on Wisdom from the Christian Mystics would have begun with St Augustine whom I used to summarise the teachings of the Fathers of the Church, before moving on to detail the mystical theology of Gregory the Great and St Bernard. I intended to spend a whole lecture on St Francis of Assisi and the Franciscan school with its emphasis on the primacy of love, before a full lecture on St Thomas Aquinas and the Dominican school, with particular emphasis on the Rhineland Mystics. The final talks would deal with the great Carmelites, St Teresa of Avila and St John of the Cross.

When I saw the people who turned up to hear the first talk I thanked God it was not me who was doing the talking. They had not come to hear a retired academic like me prattling on about something that had little to do with their daily lives, and for that matter with the spirituality for which they yearned. What they wanted was someone like Peter to set them alight with an exciting new and exhilarating mystical spirituality they could both understand and apply to their daily lives in a way that I could never have done. If what he said was a revelation to them, then it was a revelation to me too. All my communications with Peter were personal and to do with my own current spiritual problems, so I never saw the massive development in his theological thought in the last thirty years or more. But it was not just this profound new erudition that astounded me, but despite, or perhaps because of his solitude, it was how he was able to present it to ordinary people in a way they could understand, and in a way that could inspire them to live it in their daily lives. It made me realise that you need distance to see what closeness too often obscures.

Ellena had the foresight to record all his talks, so instead of listening to me trying to summarise them, they can be read in full. However, when I sent the text of the talks to Peter before going into print, he not only edited them, but added a lot more material to expand and clarify them. This involved adding many more stories, metaphors and anecdotes to make his points clearer. There is no doubt that they do help to enhance the book, but something of the brief spontaneity of the originals talks is inevitably lost. But unless you were actually there to hear him speak, without any notes and with such God-given enthusiasm, no written words however well-crafted, could capture the electric atmosphere that was generated by a man I can only describe as a living saint. Those people who heard him, heard something that they would never forget, and they received from him something more than just words, something or Someone who could help them change their lives permanently for the better.

Read the sermons of the Curé d’Ars and you’ll see that they can read like an anthology of pious clichés. But when they were delivered with power, and love, they entranced his listeners, and ensured that by the end of his life forty thousand people a week were pouring into his parish to hear a living incarnation of the man in whose name he spoke. Listening to Peter must be like listening to a Curé d’Ars, but Peter’s words never at any time sounded like pious clichés. The parish priest came up with a good idea to draw as many as possible into his talk in the church hall. Peter would take his place in the pulpit and preach in his place. It worked like a charm. On each of the following six days Peter would speak twice each evening except on the last when he only spoke once. He didn’t seem to mind at all, nor did his listeners, nor, I believe, will you after you have read his first two talks. When Christ first appeared on the scene, John the Baptist insisted that in future, “He must grow greater, I must grow smaller” (John 3:30), so be it with me. My story now comes to an end, at least until the end of Chapter twelve. Henceforth it is to Peter that you must listen, not me, as he delivers his memorable lectures in the next eleven chapters. I will only make a few occasional remarks as the week unfolds.


Chapter 2

A Night in the Holy Sepulchre

(Peter’s first talk)

When I was a young man, I received a phone call from Fr Kenneth Campbell, a Franciscan Priest whom I first met after a talk he gave on the Holy Land. He was born on the Island of Eriskay in the Outer Hebrides, but spent many years working in Palestine and Jordan. He had arranged a pilgrimage for Gaelic-speaking Catholics from the Outer Isles to visit Judea and Galilee, however, the Israeli government suddenly asked Fr Kenneth to escort the Canadian Foreign Minister and show him around the Holy Places, as he was a Catholic. Could I therefore act as a stand-in because he could not get back in time to meet the pilgrims at Luton airport? If I could, then after the formalities, I could board the ‘plane with the pilgrims and so have a free holiday in the place I always dreamt of visiting, a dream I never had the time or the money to realise.

“If you want old ideas read new books, but if you want new ideas read old books.” With these words my spiritual director gave me Abandonment to Divine Providence by the Jesuit French mystic, Jean Pierre de Caussade SJ. The book is perhaps better known under the title The Sacrament of the Present Moment, more usually used when the book is translated into English. I packed the book in my hand luggage and set off for the airport to act as a courier to Fr Kenneth’s pilgrims.

On the first day I did the grand tour of all the major shrines in style with Fr Kenneth and the Canadian foreign minister. There are more Gaelic speakers in Canada than there are in Scotland and, as the foreign minister was one of them, he and Fr Kenneth spoke to each other in their common tongue knowing full well that the official car was bugged. When for my sake, he reverted to English whenever we left the car, I was amazed to hear the evidence for the authenticity of the Holy Places. After the Romans had destroyed Jerusalem in AD 70 they built their own pagan shrines over the place where Jesus had been crucified, and over the tomb from which he had risen from the dead to try and obliterate their memory. However, their action did exactly the opposite, guaranteeing their preservation until they were returned to Christianity when Constantine became the first Christian Emperor in AD 312. It was the church of the Holy Sepulchre that impressed me most, not its architecture, but because it was built over the place where Jesus died and over the tomb from which he rose from the dead. The whole atmosphere of the place touched me more deeply than I could have imagined.

Fr Kenneth, who had lived and worked in the Holy Land for most of his life, seemed to have a key to every place that you really should see, and even to places that you shouldn’t! On the night before we left, his famous key opened a door that seemed closed to everyone else, and opened to me an experience that has affected me deeply to this day. Although the doors to the Holy Sepulchre are closed every night and cannot be opened until the next morning no matter what, I was given permission to remain inside for the whole night, with a room to myself in the Franciscan friary within. I spent little time in that room. Instead, I spent my time before the midnight office at Calvary, and the time after, alone in the empty tomb.

I was so overcome to realise that I was totally alone, the only person praying, within a matter of metres from the place where Jesus had died and from where St John and Our Lady had stood. There was a New Testament open before me at St John’s account of Christ’s death. The passage that told of the water pouring from the side of Jesus was underlined in red, for this was the key moment in his narrative. Once glorified he could immediately send the Holy Spirit whom he promised to send at the Last Supper. An outpouring of this mystical life and love had long since been likened to an unprecedented effusion of living water by both the prophets in the Old Testament and by Jesus himself.

Not long before his life came to its abrupt and agonising end, Jesus had taken his disciples with him to celebrate the Feast of Tabernacles in Jerusalem. On the final day, a priest filled a golden bowl full of water from the pool of Siloam outside the city gate and carried it into the Temple. There it was poured out before the altar in memory of the rock struck by Moses to give water to his people in the desert. While this was taking place a prophecy was read out. It promised a new and massive outpouring of the Holy Spirit when the Messiah would come. This was the moment when Jesus chose to cry out in a loud voice, “If any man is thirsty let him come to me. Let the man come and drink who believes in me.” However, St John, who witnessed the whole event said, “He was speaking of the Spirit, which those who believed in him were to receive; for there was no Spirit yet, because Jesus had not yet been glorified” (John 7:37-39).

Little did St John know at the time that he would be there to see this outpouring with his own eyes, and the terrible circumstances that would precede it. Now Jesus himself would become the new rock, who when pierced at his death would pour forth the new living waters that the prophets had foretold. So that there could be no doubt about what was happening. St John emphasises this moment in the Passion narrative more than any other, as I read for myself on that unforgettable night. “When they came to Jesus they found that he was already dead, and so instead of breaking his legs one of the soldiers pierced his side with his lance and immediately there came out a flow of blood and water.” The words, “a flow of blood and water,” were underlined three times and so were the words that followed, making it clear beyond all doubt that what St John saw he saw at first hand. He was not just describing something that he heard from someone else, because what he saw was of such importance. “This is the evidence of one who saw it,” he insists, “trustworthy evidence, and he knows that he speaks the truth, and he gives it so that you too may believe as well” (John 19:33-36).

For St John, the very moment of Christ’s death was the moment when he was united with his Father - this homecoming was instantaneous. So too therefore was his glorification when he was filled by his Father’s infinite love in such a way, that his whole person was filled to overflowing with the life of the Holy Spirit. The flowing of blood symbolised the final moment when he gave his all. The flowing of water symbolised the superabundant life and love of the Holy Spirit promised on that final day of the Feast of Tabernacles. However, what happened instantaneously in God’s world and in God’s time happened more slowly in man’s world and in man’s time, so that all would be made clear and there would be no misunderstanding for the Apostles.

They would first have to be convinced that Jesus rose from the dead before the consequences of his Resurrection could be spelt out in the weeks that would follow. In the so-called real time in which the Apostles lived, they had to wait until after the Ascension for the outpouring of the Holy Spirit in the Upper Room on the first Pentecost day. Jesus had made it clear that he came so that they might see and that seeing they would come to believe. That is why he wanted them to see him rising above them and passing through the clouds on his way home to be reunited with his Father in heaven.

Once again on that Pentecost day, St John was there for this epoch-making event, but this time with the other Apostles. They all saw and heard the signs, but now they experienced the love of Jesus, not as if he was standing close to them, but as he was entering into them through the Holy Spirit, as he had promised at the Last Supper. Now they could become true apostles because the word apostle means one who is sent, and they were immediately sent, propelled by that same Holy Spirit who possessed them, to share the Good News with others. As promised, this outpouring of the Holy Spirit was for all, for it was sent by Christ, no longer just the King of the Jews alone, but the King of all creation and of all peoples to the end of time. On that day the promised Kingdom of God finally came. The Holy Spirit burst out, onto and into the world like an unstoppable supernatural sea of love. Like a spiritual tsunami, he would sweep out over and into all things, drawing all who would not resist him, back through Christ into the ocean of God’s infinite loving. In the Risen Christ, in his glorified but human body, they would be drawn into the life and loving that flowed between the Father and the Son from all eternity. Since the first Pentecost day, the love of the Holy Spirit has been, and still is, endlessly flowing between the Father and the Son, drawing all who are in Christ into that loving. He is the means by which we are adopted into the family of God. By family, therefore, I mean that we have been taken up into Christ together with all those others, who like us, have been drawn up into the life of the Three in One.

I recently spent Christmas Day with my friend James, his wife, their family of four children and a foster child who used to spend some weekends and part of the holidays with them. After the four children were given their presents the foster child was given what appeared to be a boring pile of papers. But when he looked at them he dissolved into tears - they were his adoption papers. When he finally wiped away the tears he danced around the room in joy. Henceforth he would never have to go back to the orphanage. In future, he could call James his father, even his dad like the other children. This was the best news he had ever received, ever could receive. In the same way the new family into which we have been invited should be the best news that we have ever been given.

Some of you might have looked at that moving clip on U-tube when a convert from Islam told how, on reading the Gospels to see what the prophet Jesus had to say about Allah, he discovered something that changed his life. He discovered that Allah was not a distant God, but a tender loving father, his father, even his dad. Abba was the word Jesus used and told others to use when speaking to him. It was the word still used by young Arabs today to address their fathers. Those born Christians too often take for granted the world-shaking truth of why Jesus came, and the news he came to share with us. He is our brother and we have the same father, the dad who has given us new life and a temporary home with him in this life until we are ready for the home he has prepared for us in the next. This home that he came from and to which he would return will one day be our home too. It is here that we will share to eternity in the utter peace, joy and bliss of going out of ourselves through love into endless ecstasy. We will share this experience too, not just with Jesus, but with all those we have loved on earth, but purified of all the human weaknesses that once prevented us from loving them as we would have wished. This is what the first Christians called the Good News, the news that Jesus came to bring us. His message was that God is not just love but that he is loving us all the time and that he loves us not just as a father but as a dad.

In the Old Testament God is called Father only thirteen times and he tended to be a rather distant father, but Jesus taught that he is far more than that. He is a loving, tender father, a dad, because he not only loves us, but he wants to communicate his own inner life to us. In that life is the source and origin of every form of love that can be found on earth and every form of love that a person needs to become fully complete and mature, ripe and ready, not just for marriage with another human being, but with God. Jesus did not just tell people about this love, he showed them this love embodied in himself, and made tangible through all he said and did while he was on earth, through his tender loving human personality. When he was glorified he was still the same man as before, with all the human feelings and affections that he had on earth, but now they were brought to perfection.

But that is only half the story, for he has been raised above us, so that he can enter into us at every moment. If this is not good news, what is? God is not just Love, but Loving us at every moment. Three hundred years before the Resurrection the Greek philosopher Aristotle insisted that the supreme being, the first cause of all creation, must be pure act. In other words, he is what he does and he does what he is. This might seem a difficult concept to grasp, but it shouldn’t be, if I could understand it when I was only six years old.

I was brought up on the radio. I used to ache for children’s hour to begin and it would transport me into another world. One of my favourite other worlds was Toy Town and my favourite character was Larry the Lamb. He was always in trouble yet he was invariably well mannered and respectful. It was always, “Please, Mr Policeman, Sir,” and “Please, Mr Mayor.” I do not know who wrote the script but he knew a lot about children. He knew only too well that for a child, a person is what they do. If a man was always grumbling, then he was Mr Grouser. If he could perform tricks he was Mr Magician and if he made new things he was Mr Inventor.

We used to have a picture of the Sacred Heart at home and when my Mother explained who he was and what the flames around his heart meant, I remember pointing and saying, “It’s Mr Loving.” I could not have been more than five or six at the time, yet it was the first theological statement I ever made, and it was thanks to Toy Town and my good friend Larry the Lamb. I have to admit that when I began to study the new theology in Paris, even before the second Vatican Council, I became a spiritual snob and began to look down on the simple faith that I had been brought up on, and the devotions that had once sustained me. My artistic sensibilities were offended by those plaster statues of the Sacred Heart and the pictures of him that most Catholics, like us, used to hang with pride in our homes.

The Paschal mystery became the centre of the new spirituality that now sustained me. I began to understand the meaning and importance of the Resurrection as never before. It was not just a great historical event which happened two thousand years ago, it was much more than that. It was an event that is still happening now. Jesus is risen now. He is alive now, and the same power, the same love that raised him from the dead is accessible now to all who would receive it, to do in us what has already been done in him.

It took me many years to realise that, as T S Eliot once wrote, “The end of all our exploring will be to arrive where we started, and know the place for the first time.” The wonderful truths that I learnt from my study of the new theology were not new at all. I was brought up on them, as were my parents and their parents before them. The plaster statues of Mr Loving might be a little old-fashioned by today’s standards for some, but the truth behind the devotion to the Sacred Heart is the most important truth of our faith, and that truth is timeless. Who is the Sacred Heart but Jesus risen from the dead? He is not just represented as Love Incarnate but as Incarnate Loving. He is Mr Loving, transmitting the tender fatherly love of the God who created us so that he could become our spiritual dad.

During my student days in Paris I shared a room with a Russian student, Boris, who despite the regime that ruled in his homeland, kept the faith taught to him by his parents and his godparents. He was so religious that he decided that he would never return to his homeland, but instead would go to Mount Athos to become a Russian orthodox monk. On one occasion he persuaded me to go with him to visit his future home and it turned out to be one of the most defining spiritual experiences of my life. We arrived just in time to celebrate the feast day of the Transfiguration, and this was quite a revelation to me. In the Christian West, nothing much was made of this feast and to this day its meaning and significance has never been explained to me as it was during my sojourn on that holy mountain.

It was not only similar to the feast of the Sacred Heart, as it used to be celebrated when I was a boy, but much more. The transfigured and glorified Christ was central to the daily spirituality of the Orthodox faith, as devotion to the Sacred Heart was once in Western Catholicism. Just as pictures and statues of the Sacred Heart were to be seen everywhere in schools, convents and churches and in most Catholic homes, the same could be said of icons depicting the Transfiguration, in the homes of those who belong to the Orthodox Church. That is how it was then, is now and always has been. When I say that is how it always has been, I mean from the very beginning of Christianity long before the Orthodox Church was separated from the rest of the Christian Church. Even long before the art of painting icons ever began, the image of the glorified and transfigured Christ was indelibly burned into the minds, the imaginations and the hearts of every Christian, for as St Paul puts it in his great hymn, “He is the image (icon) of the unseen God” (Colossians 1:15).

This picture of the glorified and transfigured Christ was the same Christ who, in the words of the Creed, is seated at the right hand of God. Yet he is simultaneously at the centre and the heart of every Christian community and in every member of that community, closer to each one of us than we are to ourselves, as St Augustine put it. I brought a wonderful icon of the Transfiguration back home with me where, to this day it is the first thing I see when I wake in the morning and the last thing I see at night. It is the continual daily reminder that after he was reunited with his Father and the home from which he originally came, the glorified Jesus was, and is, the fulfilment of God’s plan. Why? Because he is now, and always, pouring out the very life and love of the Holy Spirit, who can alone take us up into himself, and in, with and through him, into the life and loving of the Holy Trinity. He is the masterwork of his creation, its crowning glory, Christ the King. He is the supreme prophet too, because what God planned from the very beginning was not just promised by him, but fulfilled in him, and through him, when God’s own inner life and love was transposed into human loving in Jesus, and then transmitted through him to other human beings.

The first time this profound truth was brought home to me was that night in the Holy Sepulchre. I returned to my room shortly before the midnight office to freshen up. I was desperate for a cup of tea but there were no facilities. So, without thinking I took out the small twelve-volt kettle that I used to make tea in my car to save me from the tepid dish-water that was served in motorway service stations and plugged it into the mains. There was a flash, a puff of smoke followed by the smell of burning and my poor kettle gave up the ghost. I had learnt my lesson –240 volts into twelve volts will not go. It was then that the penny dropped - neither could the infinite love of God go into a finite human being. My poor kettle might have given up the ghost, but I had learnt a profound theological truth that I never realised before.

In the Old Testament, the infinite love of God simply could not enter into finite human beings. Nor for that matter could anyone see God and live, and the very thought of his infinite love entering our finite human being was totally inconceivable. Just as I would need a transformer to enable 240 volts to be converted into twelve, so God would need a transformer too, to convert infinite loving into human loving. That transformer was Jesus Christ. He was the perfect transformer because his human nature could convert the infinite love from his divine nature into human loving. Then he could communicate it to other human beings and transmit to them the love that he had received from his Father.

Now it was possible for God to do what had never been done before, something that I never understood before I plugged my kettle into the mains. Because the glorified Jesus had both a divine and a human nature he now became the perfect means of transforming the infinite love of God into human love and transmitting that love to other human beings who had not been able to receive it before.

Now, through Jesus, the whole of humanity could have access to the infinite love of God, to the end of time. It was this love that was destined to bring about a whole new world order that Jesus first called the Kingdom. It was a Kingdom of love. However, nowhere in the Gospels did Jesus say that the Kingdom had come, but only that it was coming. It finally came for all when, in the immediate aftermath of the Ascension, the infinite loving of the Father was sent out. This could never have happened before. Even the greatest of the patriarchs, prophets and priests in the Old Testament never received what was possible for the humblest of human beings, thanks to the transformed and transfigured human nature of Jesus. That is why Jesus said that, “Of all the children born of women, none has been greater than John the Baptist; yet even the least in the kingdom of God is greater than he is” (Matthew 11:11). If that is not good news, what is?

This unprecedented and definitive outpouring of love contains within it all that we can possibly hope for, all that we can possibly need. It contains within it all that is necessary for each one of us to grow, from being imperfect, into becoming ever more perfect and mature human beings. But first and foremost, it fills us with the truth. Whenever a person experiences the love of God, that love always imparts the truth too. It fills us with something of the truth about God for whom we now begin to yearn more than ever before. But it also fills us with something of the truth about ourselves too. These two characteristics of God’s mystical touch, love and truth, can perhaps best be seen in someone else when he reaches out and touches them without any warning and with immediate effect.

This happened to a man called Saul as he was travelling from Jerusalem to Damascus. The dazzling light that he saw was nothing other than the love of God, but it was the love of God that reached out to him through Jesus the Son of God, the one his own people had crucified and with his approval. It was the man whose followers he was hunting down, throwing into jail, torturing, flogging and putting to death. Even now he was on the way to Damascus with letters empowering him to capture and imprison more of them. But suddenly, unexpectedly, he saw the truth about himself and about God. He saw that he was a merciless killer, an assassin, who had been putting Christ to death again in those whom he was persecuting. The words of Christ were quite clear, “Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting me?” “Who are you, Lord,” he asked and the voice answered, “I am Jesus, and you are persecuting me” (Acts 9:1-9). Saul not only saw the terrible truth about himself, but the truth about his God who had been made flesh and blood in Jesus, who was no longer dead but alive once more, as he promised, and was living and loving in those who believed in him.

If Jesus was present in those whom he was persecuting, then the words of Jesus, spoken before his death, were true after all: “In so far as you did this to one of the least of these brothers of mine, you did it to me” (Matthew 25:40). Three days after this encounter with the Risen Christ, the blindness that followed the dazzling light, was cured and he was baptised. Now he could see clearly, not just with the eyes of his body, but with the eyes of faith. He saw that he was reborn into a family of believers who were his new brothers and sisters, who would support him on “The Way” beginning in this life and ending in eternity.

On that night as I prayed at Calvary I was not only bowled over by the profound theological insights that moved my mind, but by the terrible cost paid by Jesus that preceded the outpouring of divine love. It was what it cost him that moved me as never before. Like St Paul I would never be the same again; like St Paul I had to change my life and change it irrevocably. Simultaneously however, it aroused within me a deep and relentless yearning to come to know and experience something of the height and depth, the length and breadth, of the love of God that moved me to tears on that night, tears of sorrow and tears of joy. There was no time to lose. The book my spiritual director had given me had already made that clear to me. God was loving me here and now in what de Caussade called the sacrament of the present moment. I might not have sinned as Saul sinned, but I was no more than a nominal Christian. But now through all that I experienced that night, I knew I had to become a totally committed and radical Christian, and that meant now, in the sacrament of the present moment, without any further delay. So, without any delay I made my life over to God during the midnight office. Afterwards I approached the Guardian, as the superiors of Franciscan communities are called, and asked him to hear my confession so that I could begin again with a clean slate.

After confession, I told him what happened as I prayed at Calvary, and about the insight that I received when I blew up my little kettle. Although he laughed, he not only said that the insight I received was theologically correct, but that he would use the same example himself, if I didn’t mind, as he had never been able to think of a better one. He emphasised that Jesus did not become a perfect transformer overnight - it took at least thirty years. When I asked him what he meant he asked me whether I had been to Bethlehem. He told me that I would have seen the exact spot where Jesus was believed to have been born and lay as a helpless baby. “That helpless baby might well have been what you called God’s transformer, but it would take many years before he became a perfect transformer to channel his love to all humanity.” Although in the years ahead, his divine nature would not and could not change, his human nature did, making Jesus an ever more perfect human being. Just as his physical muscles grew, so also did the spiritual muscles of his heart and mind. As St Luke put it, “And Jesus increased in wisdom, in stature, and in favour with God and men” (Luke 2:52). St Paul insisted that he was like us in all things but sin, so he would have had to grow as we do, to become a perfectly formed and mature human being. It would only be then that he would have the fullest possible inner human capacity to receive God’s own life and love from his divine nature, assimilating and digesting it himself, before communicating it to other human beings.

To demonstrate this, the Guardian took out a large hour glass, once used to gauge the time given by the friars for personal prayer. He turned it upside-down to make his point. The sand in the top of the hour glass, he said, represented the divine nature of Jesus. The bottom part of the hour glass, that was empty, represented his human nature at the beginning. As St Paul put it, “he emptied himself, to assume the condition of a slave, and became as men are” (Philippians 2:7). Because there was, as St Paul insisted, no sin in Jesus to interrupt the steady inflow of divine love into his human nature, there was nothing to stop him being filled with that love at every moment of his life, as he was growing into a perfect mature human being. His human nature would not only be filled by the love of God, but that love could be handed on to other human beings who were open to receive it, both before and after his death. Before his death, it would be communicated physically to other human beings whom he met in the space and time world he then inhabited. But after his glorification when he was raised above that world of space and time, he could communicate what he received to all people of every time, entering them from the inside through his transformed human loving.

Henceforth he would become the perfect mystical transformer, able to convert and channel infinite loving into finite loving. He would do it in such a way that human beings everywhere and at every time could receive it. In this way, they could be drawn up into Christ and through him into the vortex of infinite loving that endlessly passes to and fro between the Father and the Son. Without Jesus possessing a divine and a human nature to facilitate this mystical transformation, God’s plan to share his life and love with us could not have been brought about. That is why in the early Church they fought so long and so hard against anyone who tried to deny, on the one hand that Jesus was truly divine, or on the other hand that he was truly human. Without Jesus possessing both a divine and a human nature God’s plan could not be implemented.

I realised I had to return to Calvary, there to make my vow in person at what must be the holiest place on earth. Yet at first I recoiled, not at making the vow that I had in fact already made, but at returning to the place where I had already learned and received so much. What did not frighten me before filled me with an understandable dread as I began to realize the dreadful things that happened there almost two thousand years before. I was no longer just a disinterested scholar whose mind was changed, but a penitent whose heart had been moved to make his life over to the one who gave his life for me.

I have read the works of many great saints, mystics and martyrs who have expressed, as one of their deepest desires, to have been there with St John and with Mary and other followers at the foot of the cross. Some have even prayed to share in some way in the terrible ordeal that Jesus had to undergo. I have never had such desires nor did I then! I felt physically fearful of returning to that infernal place where the forces of evil had been unleashed against the man I admired and loved more than any other. I did not want to look upon the torn, tortured, and tormented body of Jesus again at the very place where he had been crucified to death. Yet I felt I must, for it was a holy place where a titanic battle was fought and won, a place where the powers of evil were vanquished by the power of pure unadulterated goodness. They could not prevent or deter him from standing for truth, for goodness, for love, for what is right and decent. At the moment of his death he released an enduring shaft of love that contained within it the pure goodness that would empower hundreds of thousands, millions, billions of others, to stand up for all Jesus had stood for and to do so no matter what the cost.

When I knelt at Calvary again the dread that possessed me disappeared. I felt as if I were bathed in the love that continually poured out of the man who was, in the words of St John, glorified at that very place. Now, filled with love, I slowly and solemnly made the vow to commit my whole life to the one who gave his all for me at this very spot. I then simply gazed at the cross and at the crucified figure of Christ and he appeared to me in a new light. For St Paul, the very dimensions of the cross spoke of the height and depth, the length and breadth of God’s love that surpasses the understanding. Suddenly the terrible suffering that he had endured no longer filled me with dread but with love, for I saw, like Julian of Norwich before me, that I was looking at the flesh and blood embodiment of the love of the Three in One. It was a thought that had never struck me before. But after all, only a few hours before Jesus had been nailed to the cross he had insisted that the Father was in him and he was in the Father, and the bond that bound them together was the Holy Spirit. What had been revealed to Julian was therefore that the love that had constituted the Holy Trinity was manifested in human love on the cross more perfectly than at any other time or place on this earth.

I then returned to pray at the Holy Sepulchre where I was so overcome by the realisation that I was praying in the very place from which Jesus had risen from the dead, that I began to wish I could spend the rest of my life in that friary. This would enable me to return again and again, night after night, to what must be the holiest place on earth. Then suddenly, in a matter of moments I had a spiritual experience that changed everything. In one sense it was nothing spectacular, but in another sense, it irrevocably changed my whole attitude to the Resurrection that I had believed in since I was a child, but which had never really touched me in the way it touched me that night.

I do not claim that the words came directly from God; they most certainly came from my subconscious, but I’m sure God gave them a bit of a push. The words were these: “You are looking for Jesus of Nazareth who was crucified. See, here is the place where they laid him. He is risen now. He is not here. He has gone before you into Galilee.” I changed instantly. I no longer wanted to live in that friary for the rest of my life. The empty tomb suddenly lost its importance, but not its significance. The meaning of the Resurrection struck me as never before. It was as if someone had said ephphatha, and my eyes were opened to a truth that I knew with my head, but which had never fully penetrated my heart. Although my spiritual understanding had not substantially changed, it was totally transformed in a way that I find difficult to put into words. It was as if I had spent years looking at the Resurrection from the outside, as framed in a stained-glass window, then suddenly seen it again, this time from the inside with the sun shining through it.

The Resurrection meant that Jesus had been swept up out of the world of space and time in which he had lived before, not to leave us alone, but to be closer to us than ever before, and, as he promised, “even to the end of time” (Matthew 28:20). Before the Resurrection Jesus was limited by the physical body into which he had freely chosen to enter. His choice meant that he could only be in one place at a time, so meeting him would have been as difficult as meeting any major celebrity in our time. But that has all changed now, because the same other-worldly love that raised him out of this world on the first Easter day enabled him to re-enter it on every day. So now he can enter into us as he promised, so that he can make his home in us and we can make our home in him, as he promised at the Last Supper. All this could be possible, not in some distant pipe-dream, but here and now. That is why de Caussade said that, “The present moment contains far more than we have the capacity to receive, for it is full of infinite treasures.” Those infinite treasures are not only every form of love we need, contained within the love unleashed by our glorified Lord, but myriad virtues that love generates within us to return this love in kind, and to share what we have received with others. He calls the here and now the “sacrament of the present moment, because it is the only moment where time touches eternity, the only moment where the love of God can reach out to us and we can reach out to him, to begin and to continue the journey for which every human being yearns deep down within them. It is the journey to the ultimate mystical marriage where our love and the love of Christ become one, in the Three in One, and to all eternity.”

The existentialist philosopher Martin Buber tells the story of the carpenter from Lublin in Poland who had a dream in which he saw a vast treasure reserved for him alone. After years travelling the world to find it, he returned home at the end of his life to find that the treasure was there all the time beneath the hearth where he warmed himself before the fire each evening. Like him we can spend a lifetime searching elsewhere for what is here, where we are now, wherever that might be, in this present moment. The love for which we were created and which Christ came to impart, can only be received here and now in the present moment, and at no other place than where we are now. Now is the moment to harness all the time and all the effort that could be wasted searching elsewhere to abandon ourselves, without reserve, to the One who first promised and then sent the love that can make all things new, beginning with ourselves.

The outpouring of God’s love through Jesus did not just happen in the past, two thousand years ago, it is happening continually, but we can only receive and experience it here and now in the present moment. We can receive it now, because the baptism that once symbolised our personal reception of the Holy Spirit, is not just an event that once took place in the past, any more than the events that happened on the first Pentecost. They both symbolised that the very personal and infinite love of God is at this moment and at every moment being transmitted to us.

What happened at his Resurrection, was that the Jesus who was once limited by the space and time world in which he chose to enter, was limited no more. Now his glorified human being continually radiates like the sun that the early Christians used to symbolise his ever-loving presence. He radiates, not so much with light as with love, but unlike the sun that only shines in the day, his love radiates both day and night, for there is no time when his love cannot be received by those who believe in him. That is why the first Christians would rise at midnight when it was believed that Jesus rose from the dead, to meditate on his Resurrection, on what it meant for them then, and what it would mean for them in the forthcoming day. What the risen Christ and his love meant for them, the love of his Father meant for Jesus throughout his life on earth. That is why every moment of every day was the moment when he opened himself to receive God’s love in his relentless daily prayer, and in the way in which he served those for whom his Father had sent him. There was no moment therefore in which he was not open to receive the love of his Father. It was therefore in imitation of him that the first Christians tried to do likewise. This enabled them to ensure that every moment of their day would be a moment to receive his love. Then this love would enable them to be drawn up into his continual and abiding presence, so that in, with and through him they would give glory to their Father in heaven, as he did. What they would then receive from God in return would enable them to experience something of that glory for themselves, and then show something of that glory to the world, as it infiltrated and shone through everything that they said and did, as pure unadulterated goodness.

Although it is true that this present moment, and every present moment, is the only time and place when we can open ourselves to receive the outpouring of the love that Jesus continues to send, love, most particularly God’s love, is not magic. Not even God can force his love on us. Forced love is simply impossible as we should know from our own experience. We cannot force our love on anyone else, nor can anyone force their love on us. Forced love is simply impossible; it is physically impossible, spiritually impossible, theologically impossible, metaphysically impossible, impossible in every way. So, if we do not take the practical steps to turn and open ourselves to receive the divine love that is endlessly being poured out to transform and transfigure us as it transformed and transfigured Jesus, then we will remain the same. No, that is not quite true, because the spiritual life is rather like walking up a downward escalator; the moment you stand still is the moment when you start to go backwards. In other words, the moment you stop trying to open yourself to the only love that can change you, then you begin to go backwards, to deteriorate for, as Jesus said so clearly at the Last Supper, “Without me you have no power to do anything,” but with him all things are possible, even the impossible, as the scriptures say repeatedly.

All these talks are dedicated to showing how to turn and open ourselves to receive the divine love that Jesus received fully at his glorification, by studying what Jesus did every day of his life to open himself to the love of our common Father. To be clear where we are going, let me state here briefly and simply what I first realised with such clarity as I continued to pray in the Holy Sepulchre. At every moment of his life Jesus was fully engaged in loving his Father with his whole heart and mind, with his whole body and soul, while at the same time loving others as he loved himself. This is the way he gave honour and glory to God.

These were the thoughts that were occupying my mind when, at six o’clock, the small Franciscan community came into the empty tomb where I was praying to do what Christians had been doing since Jesus rose from the dead. It was the most moving Mass in which I had ever taken part. When at the end of the great Eucharistic prayer the celebrant said, “Through him, with him, in him, in the unity of the Holy Spirit, all glory and honour is yours, almighty Father, for ever and ever,” the ‘Amen’ resounded with such power that you could almost feel our offerings mingling with Christ’s and rising to God the Father. At that moment I understood as never before how our offering becomes like a spiritual passageway that not only enables our love to rise through Christ to the Father, but enables the Father’s love to descend into us through Christ. The profound mystical at-one-ment that then takes place is consummated in Holy Communion when we receive Christ and tangibly experience him entering into us. When Mass ended in the early church it always concluded with a clear directive as it still does today. That directive is, to take the Christ whom we have just received out into the world that he now wants to change through us.

Although I was born a Catholic I had never seen so clearly before the meaning of the faith into which I was baptised as a child. Nor had I seen so clearly the absolute importance of the personal daily prayer to which I now committed myself. It was here that I would try daily to open myself to receive the help and strength from God that I needed to love him in all I said and did each day, as Jesus himself did before me. Without doing this I would have nothing to offer when next I went to Mass, nor would I receive what I needed to make my whole life into the Mass.

A book my brother wrote some years ago won a prize at a book festival in Prague in 2002. He was in the middle of his acceptance speech when a parish priest interrupted him. “All this talk about personal prayer,” he said, “What about the Mass, that’s the prayer that really matters.” My brother asked his translator to read out a quotation from Karl Rahner which my brother included at the beginning of his book. “The whole purpose of the Mass,” he wrote, “is to so form us that the whole of our lives becomes the Mass, the place where we continually offer ourselves through Jesus Christ to the Father.” This quotation sums up the essence of the spirituality that inspired the first Christians, a spirituality given to them by Jesus himself. It also sums up the ancient Christian spirituality that I want to share with you in my talks in this forthcoming week.

I stayed on in prayer after that Mass in the Holy Sepulchre, reflecting on the truths that I have just shared with you. They confirmed me in the vow that I made, although I did not know whether I would be doing this as a single or married man, as a priest, a religious or as a layman. However, I firmly believed that would be made known to me and it was, as you will hear.
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