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WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT

MEETING EVIL WITH MERCY

This book is a real treasure… What a beautiful and sensitive way the author interprets the work of the late Anglican priest, Martin Israel. In this careful study of his life, Philip Pegler offers a compelling and meditative template for our time – and these searingly beautiful and honest meditations anchor the soul to what is real and true… I feel sad that I never met Martin Israel, but I feel deepened by my experience of such a skilful rendition of his words.

Stephanie Sorrel, author of Depression as a spiritual journey

Your book is full of provoking thought and experience – I have a strong sense that your reward will be in the honour you have done to Martin Israel and indeed to your own story, while you have faithfully represented his spiritual journey and teaching. Certainly I have an impression of him as an original and humble (different from falsely modest) searcher after truth, who bore witness with integrity.

Charles Becker, psychotherapist and counsellor

For anyone interested in a Christian response to the problem of evil, Philip Pegler’s book gives us a searching look at the life of Martin Israel, who was born in a prosperous Jewish family, left his native South Africa to become a doctor in London, converted to Christianity and was ordained as an Anglican priest in his forties. His personal passage through darkness and despair and his extraordinarily early mystic experiences made him an authoritative counsellor for the ‘perplexed, the harassed and the fearful’. His ministry spoke directly to the heart of Philip, who had suffered his own ‘dark night of the soul’ – and the radical teaching that the only enduring answer to atrocity is to ‘bid evil welcome’ is balm for those, who, like the author, wonder whether the fierce heat of authentic experience can indeed bear good fruit.

Philip Pegler recounts the evolution of this spiritual journey against the background of Martin Israel’s unusual and sometimes alarming life story, which included abuse during his childhood, an episode of acute illness and a near-death experience as well as paralysing shyness and isolation as a young man, and points to the central place given in Israel’s counselling to the fostering of the inner life. He emphasised the need to accept our own darkness and live creatively with the baleful influences in the world so as to immerse ourselves in the ‘sea of gratitude for the privilege of being alive in the present moment’.

The idea that ‘evil is an integral part of creation’ may or may not be shared by the reader, but the corresponding idea that ‘darkness is the most fertile medium of growth’ is surely a comforting one, since we all experience times of hopelessness.

Etain Addey, deep ecologist and author of A Silent Joy – The Diaries of an Italian Hill Farm

Through dedicated contemplation of the wise teachings of Martin Israel and the application of that wisdom in his own life, Philip Pegler has written a book that offers all of us an answer to the horror of atrocity we are faced with within our world and ultimately within ourselves.

Philip’s insightful and tender account of a man who not only taught a rare courage but also lived it with resolute faith and trust – along with the author’s skilful guidance and demonstration of how we may apply these timeless teachings – calls to those who find themselves despairing at the darkness in our midst. Like a beacon in the night, this book lights the way ahead for us and I would highly recommend it…

Mike Jenkins, author of The Escape Artist’s Handbook and founder of the blog Nothing Saying This

I absolutely love what you have written. It is very special indeed and I know Martin woud have loved it. You write so well and so clearly – and you frame Martin’s character perfectly. Furthermore your book gives articulate expression to the fundamental conviction by which he lived – that despite every appearance to the contrary in our troubled world, ultimately all shall be well…

What I loved about Martin was his simplicity, he was at peace with the totality. There was nothing to add or take away – he was bonded with each moment as it appeared. He sought nothing and lived free of the burdens and distractions of our modern-day living. It was a gift he shared and always with a smile. You too knew that special smile of his and I am glad you are now making his teachings freshly available to the wider world.

Marina, Viscountess Cowdray, close family friend of the late Rev. Dr. Martin Israel
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The joy of baptism – Martin Israel with baby, Peregrine Pearson. West Sussex, England, 1995




Keep thy mind in hell and despair not… If the kings and rulers of the nations knew the love of God they would never make war.

War comes to us for our sins, not because of our love. The Lord created us in His love and bade us live in love and glorify Him.

If those in high places kept the commandments of the Lord and we obeyed them in humility there would be a great peace and gladness on earth, whereas now the whole universe travails because of the ambition for power and the lawlessness of the proud.

Staretz Silouan

1866-1938

from: The Undistorted Image






Preface

I dedicate this book with respect and affection, not only to Martin Israel but also to Clare Cameron, who introduced me to his work. Both these gifted and unconventional mystics were first and foremost remarkable human beings – representing the very best of humanity. My two similar studies of their illumined lives and teachings may be regarded as companion volumes, and testify to the essential worth of these two outstanding spiritual teachers – as I pay tribute to their great love, goodness and sense of beauty. In the dark and deeply troubled era which we are presently traversing, they provide a clear and safe path for us to follow. If with their shared gift of foresight, either Martin or Clare were aware of how valuable for my own quest their sane and balanced examples of engaged spirituality would prove, then they gave little hint of it. Silence sometimes speaks far more eloquently than words – I now know this from my own challenging experiences, for which I will ever remain grateful. Nevertheless words still have great power and rich gems of written spiritual instruction may also sustain us in trust and enfold us in mercy.

Keep thy mind in hell and despair not…

This inspiring idea, which is to be found in the invocation at the start of this book, occurred suddenly one day on Mount Athos in Greece to Staretz Silouan, a twentieth-century Russian saint in the Christian Eastern Orthodox monastic tradition. It was a penetrating insight – a blessed outcome of his solitary interior struggle with temptation – that has afforded solace to many a pilgrim on the spiritual path. And it is a potent sentence that memorably encapsulates too the substance of this work, while evoking with sober poignancy the essential spirit of the teachings of both Clare Cameron and Martin Israel.

Philip Pegler,

Midhurst, West Sussex – September 2015

www.hiddenbeautyoflife.com
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Foreword

The transformation from ‘self-interest to self-sacrifice on behalf of the world’ could well be the strap-line for a biography of Martin Israel – priest and doctor – as well as constituting a radical summons to the contemplative life, rooted and grounded in prayer, of which Martin was both a disciple and an apostle. But, Philip Pegler’s book – ‘Meeting Evil with Mercy’ – is so very much more than simply a biography about a ‘highly gifted yet totally unpretentious’ medical doctor and priest.

Converting from a Jewish family to Christianity, and subsequently following his medical training and practice as a doctor, Martin quarried deeply into the seams of mystical theology and was subsequently ordained as an Anglican priest. Not surprisingly, Martin suffered the fate of many who bridge two apparently contesting disciplines, yet in so doing, was singularly obedient to that double mandate of Christ ‘to preach the gospel and heal the sick.’

For me, it is both the incredible relevance and urgent summons which mark out this well-crafted book for a wide readership in today’s dark and deeply troubled world, where the perilous forces of evil are only all too evident, no less today than during Martin Israel’s lifetime, and frequently and ironically in the name of ‘religion!’

‘When the foundations are being shaken, what can the righteous do?’ asks the psalmist of old. Whether it be the ‘foundations’ of his personal life, through major physical and mental breakdowns which Martin suffered together with the ‘black dog’ of deep depression, fuelled by destructive childhood experiences, or the horrors of the holocaust and ethnic cleansing hideously rampant in Martin’s lifetime in the world at large, in all this, Martin consistently re-affirmed that (in the words of St. Paul) we wrestle not simply ‘against flesh and blood’ but against ‘principalities and the powers of darkness,’ and in so doing are necessarily compelled to participate in nothing less than the triumph of Christ’s victory – a victory won, however, not with the weapons of this world, but with the power of mercy and love in the face of evil and darkness. To do this requires a disciplined life sacrificially consecrated to contemplative prayer and expressed in costly service and ministry to others (anything but escapist!) – a ‘spiritual path of loving kindness and non-violence’ – indeed, a ‘road less travelled’ and most certainly anything but easy to emulate.

I was privileged to know and to meet Martin on several occasions, and to benefit from his ministry – a ministry of deliverance and a ministry of discernment. On both occasions, Martin spoke and ministered effectively with that quiet, unselfconscious yet self-authenticating authority which is the fruit of a life in the Spirit, spanning not only the world of sense and sight, but that greater world beyond, to which Martin was no stranger.

In this and so many other ways – not least his leading of retreats, in which he spoke without notes and clearly in the Spirit, rather than just about the Spirit – Martin was a prophet before his time. The last few decades of the last century, were years when, in many parts of the church, we lost our nerve in the credentials and the gifts of the Spirit with which Christ has empowered his church, and all in favour of ‘programmes’, practical ‘hands-on’ outreach (all of which have their place), but which must not, as Martin frequently emphasised, ever be to the neglect of the inner life of the Spirit in which the deep purposes of God are revealed.

Philip Pegler’s outstanding book, will serve as a ‘teaser’ to reintroduce a wider public (not least the clergy) to Martin Israel’s many written works; to renew and refresh the churches of God, in order to recover the vision of that mandate, once-for-all given to the disciples, to ‘preach the gospel and to heal the sick’, to bring, both in the Spirit and by the Spirit, uncreated light to places of darkness; a deep healing for the nations of the earth, divided and torn by prejudice and hatred, and all this by ‘Meeting Evil with Mercy’ and the ‘love of God spread abroad in our hearts by the Holy Spirit.’

As something of a latter day disciple of Martin Israel, I cannot commend this book too highly for its challenge and relevance for the church, as well as for the world at large, praying, when I studied the manuscript, that even in our day, we might yet experience a fresh Pentecost and a spring time of loving to which the life of Martin so effectively witnessed.

Michael Marshall – Hon. Assistant Bishop in the Diocese of London


Introduction

Saving the World

There is nothing imprecise about the hidden principles that govern the universe, just as there are no mistakes in the working out of natural law here on earth. Despite all agonizing appearances to the contrary in a world of great beauty but immense sorrow, the unrelenting fact remains that we live in an absolutely just realm where cause and effect reign supreme. So much is wrong – injustice and grievous afflictions are plainly seen to be simply everywhere – and yet everything is just as it needs to be. How is this possible?

Faith is hardly amenable to reason, but even so what you notice around you depends on how you look. When you view things deeply with the eyes of love and in the light of faith, you will find signs of great goodness breaking through on all sides – clear evidence of a merciful background, which is the invisible foundation of all activity, whether wholesome or pernicious.

Silent and ignored, because it can only be intuitively known and defies scientific scrutiny, still this ground of being endures in the midst of both cynical disbelief and unquenchable hope. This deepest truth insists even in the midst of the heedless destruction of war – in pain too terrible to contemplate – but it can only be contemplated then in the obscure darkness of a faith unadorned by the niceties of creed or ritual and lit up simply by love.

Difficult as it is to accept as a basis for a realistic world view, nevertheless the background peace in the unseen ever remains untouched by vicious hatred, cruelty or oppression. In the manifest world on the other hand, things are ever changing – constantly in flux – governed it seems by an increasingly dangerous volatility. Here, in the challenging foreground of daily life where we all need to function, one crisis follows another. There is precious little time left to attend to the root of suffering, which is ignorance of the way things truly are in reality.

Nobody – whosoever they may be and whatever their station in life – is spared the fleeting pleasures and intermittent discomfort of physical embodiment. Modern living imposes a level of stress inconceivable to previous generations and our intransigent human nature does much to enhance our woes.

Yet in just the same manner as night follows day, so alert intelligence flows naturally from healthy living. We should never forget how much has been achieved with skill and unselfish dedication in the field of human endeavour. Nevertheless we can hardly deny the fact that some aspects of normal, contemporary living – currently regarded as acceptable and harmless enough – are in fact totally unsustainable and even perverse because they are contrary to our best interests. Perhaps it is simply a denial of the straight facts of our human predicament through lack of clear sight that is costing us most dear.

It is striking too how the simplest of questions are often the most difficult to answer. What is the wisest way to greet such apparently widespread indifference to things that really matter? How best may love be sustained in the face of hostility and hatred forgiven while maintaining utter integrity regarding condemnation of violence and the absolute requirement to stand fast in the face of oppression?

The answers are challenging in the extreme and do little to console us. Often it is suffering alone that will open our eyes to the deepest issues of life and death – while sometimes only absolute outrage at the atrocities we witness around us by way of the veritable bombardment of information from the mass media that invades our lives will pierce a sense of apathy and open our hearts to God’s mercy.

Ever wary of attachment to extreme opinions, we can at least always begin by taking a firm stand on the most noble of ideals. In such a restive and rapidly shifting era as our own, is it not the bounden duty of all of us who share these concerns somehow to find time in our busy lives to wrest out the space and opportunity to pay tribute to the highest good of which we can conceive – God, Reality or Truth – no matter how we may term it?

That much we can do, for whether we like it or not, the quality of life we need to foster as part of a global community depends on the nobility of our aspiration and willingness to cooperate with harmonious intent in furtherance of the cherished aim of establishing a society ruled by sane principles of justice and freedom. And to celebrate whatever is true and of good report, wherever it may be unearthed, is the best way to ease our pain and remove the heavy stone that blocks the source of creativity within us.

It is a tall order, but such a decisive action as making a solemn pledge to honour everything in our experience is enough to allow the waters of Life to flow unencumbered – and then all can be renewed in beauty despite inevitable hardship as we face up to our responsibilities with fresh courage.

We cannot predict what will happen when we finally stop resisting the forward thrust of living, because our surroundings and everyone we meet are affected differently by what we do and have their own freedom of choice to respond to our behavior. Certainly we do not live in isolation but truly belong to one another. Life is indivisible because everything is interrelated, and plainly there can only be one totality. The desperate tragedy of modernity is the essential fact that human beings are an inescapable part of reality – and yet do not realise their innate solidarity and suffer accordingly from the unremitting and unacknowledged anguish that only the lack of plenitude and sense of separation from wholeness of being can bring.

The most important thing to remember is that we never need be afraid. Life is pure in essence and benign in purpose. How could the mysterious and mighty power, which created the universe, be other than supremely beneficent? Once we appreciate this, we are set free to decisively play a small but not insignificant part in a more wondrous plan than anyone can envisage. It is an unobtrusive way of service to the wider community in a world, entrancing in beauty but overwhelmed by strife and sorrow.

Then all will be well with us, but we need not imagine that our personal life will somehow end there or cease to unfold. Not at all – it will continue to be just the way it is, but now we shall view it differently as the great mystery of the unknown. It is a profound mystery about which we may never cease to wonder, even as we gain confidence to explore it in awe and delight – more wide awake than before, but less heedless and more responsive to the stark challenges we face.

There is always work to be done – the noble work of unassuming goodness – and it is within the scope of almost everyone to contribute in this way as best they can. Furthermore it is always this moment – the task immediately at hand – that claims our attention. For every single person in each living moment, there is no other place but here – and no time like the present. We are already living in eternity. It is certainly an uncomfortable paradox, but the best way to save the world is to see that at the most profound level, the world does not really need to be saved.
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