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Foreword

I heard a startling statement from a senior Anglican priest recently. “The loss of the monasteries [in England] was tragic. We have still to recover from that wholesale destruction of a spiritual tradition.…”

Perhaps the wise and mighty politicians of Europe were making the same statement, albeit negatively, at the time of the Enlightenment, the French Revolution, and again at the end of the nineteenth century, when they were adamant that there was no sense in monasticism; it was nonsense. When man had at last understood the world as a whole, there was no longer room for those intent upon squaring the circle.

Even for us moderns, given our good will, it still remains hard to comprehend this escape into the desert. Giving up marriage, money, one’s own ways—it all seems so negative, a retreat from reality. Yet this is not the place to argue against such reaction; rather, I would agree. On the face of it, joining a monastery is death. Otherwise it would make no sense. The whole point is to die: to oneself, to the world. Only then may one hope to discover the hidden, new life of Christ.

Yet why all this secrecy behind closed doors? If they have a special vision, why not share it, we complain. That is because the grasp every monk has upon his daily vision, attempted day by by day, is always fragile. That is the stuff of it. So that he will never be able to burst out of the cloister crying “Eureka!”

Luke tells us it was just the same with Mary. She knew her Son better than any other human being ever would, yet she “kept all these things in her heart.” So, too, the monk may not broadcast a secret which he scarcely glimpses for himself. He is, by and large, enfolded in a mystery, a rhythm of life that absorbs him to the exclusion of all else.

But monks have always written or been written about. From the time of the Emperor Constantine, who felt compelled to write to Antony, the first abbot, hoping against hope for reply, monks have fascinated the outsider. And in our day Thomas Merton is the classic example of the monk drawn ever deeper into a mystery of solitary life only to find himself more and more concerned with the world, its trouble and pain. For these two—world and cloister—are inextricably linked, precisely because of the mystery of God’s birth among men. The monk who goes into the desert loses himself to find God in faith, but he also rediscovers the world. And at the heart of that rediscovery lies our fascination for the monastic way of life. What does he know about ourselves which we do not yet know? We may learn this mystery slowly and piecemeal, like all simple truths. Yet it can never be written up, packaged, and sold by Reader’s Digest. We must work to find ourselves.

In order for any book to come about, its shape must first be found. At first, seeking the shape of this work soon became very frustrating. One shied from the obvious, a chronology beginning with Adam and Eve—as do all novice sermons. But then, slowly, it became apparent. Why not use the natural cycle of the year? Begin in September with the wisdom of the Desert Fathers, then the Fathers of the Church, and allow the year to unfold into the present day. Many readers will wish to use this book as a daily reader that feeds them throughout the year. Others may prefer to pick and choose, finding favorite passages to which they will return again and again.

The butterfly’s wing is made up of countless tiny patches of assorted bright colors. It is only when we see the whole that we begin to identify our butterfly. Newton, at the height of his fame, declared that he only knew himself to be standing on giants’ shoulders. Great was his scientific stride, gravity had been determined in his mathematical formulae, but it was as nothing, he confessed, to those who had walked ahead of him.

In order to understand the simplicity of monasticism, its innate wisdom, we need to construct a patchwork of colors, beginning with the Desert Fathers, in order to arrive at our present day. We do not need very much. Just simple spot colors, vivid yet not entirely meaningful in themselves. It is only when we stand back and admire the pattern as a whole that we begin to glimpse its meaning.

This book is shaped as a daily reader. Some will prefer to use it that way. But certain passages will hold more for some readers than for others; each individual will seek his or her own path and find themselves returning again and again to certain readings. But slowly the story will unfold and the mysterious pattern reveal itself. From the extravagant antics of Antony, tussling with his devils in the desert, to the steely determination of Theresa of Àvila; listening to Meister Eckhart preaching in Cologne or reading Julian’s limpid English as she writes from her anchorhold in fourteenth-century Norwich; staying patiently with Thérèse of Lisieux (who has been labeled a “spoiled brat”) until she teaches us her own Little Way; or hearing the wisdom of Henri Nouwen, a European newly arrived in an alien New World: this is the butterfly wing. Bright, beautiful, immensely fragile, yet able to lift us to great heights or allow us to alight in some silent spot where we may find rest and warmth in the spring sun.
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Sunday

THE JOURNEY BEGINS

Luke tells of Mary’s response
to her messenger from God

In the sixth month the angel Gabriel was sent by God to a town in Galilee called Nazareth, to a virgin engaged to a man whose name was Joseph, of the house of David. The virgin’s name was Mary.

And he came to her and said, “Greetings, favored one! The Lord is with you.” But she was much perplexed by his words and pondered what sort of greeting this might be. Then the angel said to her, “Do not be afraid, Mary, for you have found favor with God. And now, you will conceive in your womb and bear a son, and you will give him the name Jesus. He will be great, and will be called Son of the Most High. The Lord God will give him the throne of his ancestor David, and he will reign over the house of Jacob forever; and of his kingdom there will be no end.” Mary said to the angel, “How can this be, since I am a virgin?” The angel said to her, “The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you; therefore the child to be born will be holy; he will be called Son of God. And now, your relative Elizabeth in her old age has also conceived a son; and this is the sixth month for her who was said to be barren. For nothing will be impossible with God.” Then Mary said, “Here I am, the servant of the Lord: Let it be with me according to your word.” And the angel departed from her.

LUKE 1:26-38

September
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Monday

IGNATIUS OF ANTIOCH (35–107)

Jesus Christ, our inseparable life: thought of God

I do not presume to give you orders, as if I were a person of consequence. I am Christ’s prisoner in chains, but I am not yet perfected in him. Indeed, I am but a beginner at this moment, and I write to you as fellow-disciples. It is I who need you to anoint me before the battle, with faith and encouragement, with patience and endurance. But love will not let me keep silence, and so I am taking the initiative in urging you to walk in accordance with the thought of God. For Jesus Christ, our inseparable life, is the thought of God, just as the bishops that are appointed to the ends of the earth are in the thought of Jesus Christ.

IGNATIUS OF ANTIOCH
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Tuesday


You have only one physician,

for body and spirit alike,

born and unborn,

he is made flesh and he is God himself;

at the very heart of death, he is true life,

born of Mary, born of God,

at first subject to suffering,

but now beyond every pain:

he is none other than our Lord Jesus Christ.



CONTINUES …
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Wednesday

Do not allow anyone to lead you astray; moreover you must never give way to betraying yourself, for you belong solely to God. If you refuse any place for quarrelling among you, which might so easily tear you apart, then you will truly live according to God.

All those who live according to the flesh cannot perform the works of the spirit, and those who live according to the spirit cannot do deeds of the flesh (Rom. 8:4). In the same way, faith cannot work infidelity, nor can unbelief treat with faith. But even the deeds you do that are of the body are deemed to be of the spirit: that is because everything you do is done in the name of Jesus Christ.

CONTINUES …
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Thursday

Raised by the crane of Christ

You are the stones of the Father’s temple, made ready for God’s building, raised aloft by the crane of Jesus Christ which is the cross, with the Holy Spirit for the rope; your faith pulls you upwards and love is the way that raises you to God. You are also all to be companions on this road, bearers of God, temples of the Spirit, carriers of Christ, bringing with you holy gifts, you are adorned by the commandments of Jesus Christ.

I share with you your gladness, for I have been judged worthy to write to you and to rejoice with you that in your new life you love God alone. Pray for other men without ceasing. We may hope to see them being converted and meeting God; but until that happens allow them at least to follow your example and become your disciples.

CONTINUES …
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Friday

Our God present in us

Nothing is hidden from the Lord, even our secrets are close to him. So as we go about our work, let us always remember that he dwells in us: so we will be his temples, and he will be our God present in us. For he is present in us, that is the plain truth of the matter, and it is precisely as we love him that he will show himself to our own eyes.

CONTINUES …

[image: ]

Saturday

Mysteries of God’s silence

I am a victim of that cross which is a stumbling-block for unbelievers, but for us salvation and eternal life. Where is the sage? Where is the sophist? Where is the emptiness of the self-styled gnostic? Jesus Christ our God was carried in Mary’s womb according to the divine plan, he was born of the lineage of David by the Holy Spirit. He was born, and later he was baptized to purify the water by his suffering. The prince of this world knew nothing of Mary’s virginity, of her childbearing and of the death of the Lord—three resounding mysteries accomplished in God’s silence.…

CONTINUES …


[image: ] Week Two [image: ]

[image: ]

Sunday

Breaking the one same bread

If Jesus Christ makes me worthy to do so thanks to your prayers, and if it is the will of God, I will explain to you in a second letter the divine plan about which I have begun to tell you, the plan that concerns Jesus Christ, the new man. It consists of faith in him and love for him, in his suffering and his resurrection. My explanation will be all the better if the Lord makes it known to me that each one of you individually and all of you at once, by the grace that comes from his name, come together in one same faith in Jesus Christ, who is of the lineage of David according to the flesh, son of man and son of God; if you obey the bishop and the priests in harmony; and if you break the one same bread, which is the medicine of immortality and the antidote to preserve us from death and make us live forever in Jesus Christ.

CONTINUES …
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Monday

I have to run my course

Christians of Rome, blessed of God, at last I have gained from God by my eager and persistent prayers the boon of seeing you face to face.

In the chains I bear for Jesus Christ, I hope to greet you, if by God’s will I am found worthy to go on to the end. But I fear that your charity may wrong me, if you speak to the authorities on my behalf. It is easy for you to do anything you wish, but for me it will be difficult to reach God, if you do not let me go.

My wish is that you should please not men but God; as indeed you do. Never shall I have another chance of finding God: and you, by keeping silent, are doing the best deed of your lives. If you say nothing about me, I am God’s; if you love my flesh, I shall have to run my course again. Obtain nothing for me but to be offered as a sacrifice to God while the altar is still prepared.

In charity gather yourselves into a choir and sing a hymn to the Father in Jesus Christ, because God has deigned to make the bishop of Syria worthy to be found in him, he has brought him from the east to the west. It is good for me to set far away from the world, that I may rise in Christ.

CONTINUES …
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Tuesday

I am God’s wheat

You have never been jealous of others, you have been their teacher. I want you to put your lessons and your counsels into practice. Ask for me nothing but strength of spirit and of body, that I may not only speak but enact, that I may be Christian not merely in name but in deed. If I am a true Christian, that time for me to call myself one, the time when I am truly a believer, will be when I am no longer to be seen by the eyes of men.

Nothing that can be seen is good. And Jesus Christ our God, having returned to his Father, shows himself in still greater splendor. When the Christian religion is hated by the world, then it is no longer a matter of human eloquence, it is a work of the power of God.

I write to all the churches, and this is what I tell them: with a good heart I go to die for God, if you do not prevent me. I beg you, do not show me any untimely kindness. Let me be food for the beast: by their means I shall be able to meet God. I am God’s wheat; I am to be ground by the teeth of beasts and become the pure bread of Christ.

IGNATIUS OF ANTIOCH
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Wednesday

SAINT IRENAUS (C.130–200)

I am who I-Am

He who is God and Lord of all things, he alone deserves the name God. He alone is called Lord.

It was he who said to Moses: “I am who I-Am. This is what you must say to the sons of Israel, I-Am has sent me.” The same name belongs to his Son, Jesus Christ our Lord; and those, who believe in his name, Christ makes them sons of God.

Of old he said to Moses: “I have come down to deliver this people; for it was he and no other who came down and who went up again (Eph.4:10) to save mankind.” So, through the Son who is in the Father and who has the Father in him, the God who is has revealed himself: “the Father who sent me bears witness to me himself” (John 5:37). It is the Son who announces the Father.

SAINT IRENAUS
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Thursday

I call upon you

I too call upon you, Lord God of Abraham, God of Isaac, God of Jacob and of Israel (Ex.3:15). You are the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ. In your infinite mercy you have loved us and made yourself known to us. You are maker of heaven and earth, Lord of all, the one true God—for there is none other above you. Through Jesus Christ, the Lord, you bestow upon us the rule of your Spirit; give to all those who read what I have written recognition that you are their only God, be their strength always and save them from all error and distrust.

CONTINUES …
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Friday

Through the Word all things were made

No creature lower than God is to be compared with the Word of God through whom all things were made: Jesus Christ our Lord.

To take the angels, archangels, thrones, dominations, God, who is above them all, made and established them; indeed, through his Word he made them, as John tells us: speaking of the Word that was with God, he goes on: “through him all things came to be, not one thing had its being but through him” (John 1:3).

David too sings in praise of the Word: “Let heaven praise Yahweh; praise him, heavenly heights, praise him, all his angels, praise him, all his armies”; and he continues: “he has fixed them in their place forever; at his command they were created” (Ps. 148). And through whom did he command this? Through his Word. And elsewhere he says as much: “by the Word of Yahweh the heavens were made, their whole array by the breath of his mouth” (Ps. 33:6).

Now that which is stood in being is not he who sets it there; what is created is not he who creates. The Creator is made by no one, he has no beginning, no end. He lacks nothing, he is sufficient in himself; he it is who gives being to all that exists. By contrast, the things that were made by him knew their beginning; and everything that begins bears with it the germ of decay; it is dependent, for it needs its Creator to continue.

CONTINUES …
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Saturday

Christ as God’s seed

The Word, only Son of the Father, is ever present to mankind; he is at one with the work that he has fashioned in his Father’s knowledge: for he has impregnated it with his own divine seed (I John 3:9).

This has come about because being of our Flesh, he is our Lord, Jesus Christ; he has suffered for us, he has risen again for us; and it is he who will come once more in the glory of the Father to raise all Flesh. It is then that he will reveal his work of salvation to dazzle the universe; subject once more to his law, his justice will be praised by all.

There is then but one God and one only Father; there is but one Christ, who is Jesus our Lord: his coming impregnates the God plan of our salvation: He utters the universe in himself. Now within this universe there is man: Being made by God—thus Christ utters man in himself. And it is for this: He who is unseen may now be seen; the unknowable appears within our grasp; he who should not suffer, suffered. Thus did the Man who is Word gather all things to himself.

This then is the Word of God who rules the entire world of spirit unseen in high heaven: this Word is master, too, of our world that is seen.

As head of the Church he gathers all things to himself at the time that God has fixed.

CONTINUES …
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Sunday

Always present to mankind

The Word, with God in the beginning, through whom all things were made, has always been present to mankind. This Word has made himself one with the work of his hands to become true man, able to suffer: this he has done in the last days, the true time already fixed by the Father. He has taken Flesh; assuming in himself the entire race and lineage of man, he offers us in his own person the sum of salvation. What we lost in Adam, we regain in Christ Jesus.

Once man, overcome by his disobedience, had become broken, he could never regain the prize of victory that had been promised him. Ever since he had fallen into sin, man could never on his own account attain once more that state of salvation. So it was the Son who achieved something we could never do for ourselves. He who was the Word of God came down from the Father’s side and was made Flesh; he humbled himself even to accepting death and brought to its conclusion the plan of our salvation.

CONTINUES …
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Monday

Generous physician

God’s generosity is very great: he leads humanity through all the stages of salvation. First, man must be taught to know about death; then he must learn about resurrection from the dead. Knowing full well the prison from which he has been rescued, he cherishes an overwhelming gratitude towards his Saviour. And finding his immortality in Christ, he knows even greater love; “he will love more who is pardoned most” (Luke 7:42).

And so man has come to learn how weak he is under death’s shadow; yet he is also taught that the God of wisdom and power will confer his life-giving vigor on man: “what was sown perishable will become imperishable” (I Cor. 15:53). He has also learned of the many other God-given energies that lie to hand for his help; and through them he can begin to discern something of God’s grandeur. For now God has come to be recognized as man’s glory: but man himself is merely the vessel in which God continually pours the wisdom and power of his workings.

God is like a physician exercizing his skills on his patient; he shows us plainly who he is as he attends to mankind’s every need. As Paul puts it: “God has imprisoned all men in their own disobedience only to show mercy to all mankind” (Rom. 11:32).

CONTINUES …
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Tuesday

The second Adam to be like the first

The work of the Word was set down long before it was brought together under Christ. Through the disobedience of one man sin made its entrance, bringing in train the rule of death; so by one man’s obedience many will be justified and life will be brought to men long since dead (vide Rom. 5). The stuff of Adam, the first man to be formed, was from earth that was intact—“for Yahweh God had not sent rain upon the earth, nor was there any man to till the soil” (Gen. 2:5). And Adam was formed by the hand of God, that is by his Word: for it is written; “through him all things were made.” In the same way the Word, summing up in himself the person of Adam, came to be born of one who stayed a virgin, of Mary. Thus it was right that the second Adam be engendered in the same way.

For if the first Adam had had a human father and been born of human seed, then there would be good reason for claiming that the second Adam must also have been begotten, as son of Joseph. But since the first Adam had been taken from the earth and formed by the Word of God, it follows that the Word, in whom Adam was summed up, should have the same origin.

But why did God not take dust of the soil once more? Why did he work in Mary to bring to birth work that he himself could fashion? Quite simply, in order that the work he made should be no different from the first so that the first and no other might be saved: it would be exactly the same, recapitulating the first man and identical in kind.

CONTINUES …
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Wednesday

Mary’s words of obedience

According to Luke, the genealogy going backwards from our Lord’s birth to Adam is made up of seventy-two generations. By means of it, he joins the end with the beginning and demonstrates how our Lord summed up in himself all those nations that had dispersed across the earth since man first appeared, all their languages, all their many tribes and including Adam himself.

That is why Paul names Adam “figure of the One who was to come” (Rom. 5:14): for the Word, the Craftsman who made all things, had planned beforehand what he would accomplish in himself, the design that would relate the human race to the Son of God.

God first formed the old Adam with the precise plan of saving him by means of the new, spiritual Adam. The Saviour already existed in God; so it follows that man must be made in order to be saved; or else the Saviour would be pointless.

Following out God’s same plan, we come to understand Mary’s words of obedience: “I am the handmaid of the Lord; let what you have said be done to me” (Luke 1:38). But Eve fell into disobedience and caused death to herself and all mankind; while Mary, virgin wife of a man chosen by God, by her obedience caused salvation not just for herself but for all mankind.

CONTINUES …
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Thursday

The twofold truth

No one can know the Father without the Word of God, that is unless the Son reveals the Father; and no one may know the Son except it pleases the Father.

Now the Son has accomplished this good pleasure: the Father sends, the Son is sent and so he comes. To us the Father is unseen, but his own Word knows him fully; for he expresses this inexpressible mystery. And in return, the Word is known only to the Father. Such is the twofold truth our Lord teaches us. So that by showing us himself, the Son opens our path to knowing his Father: to see the Son is to uncover the source of our knowledge of the Father: in the Word the whole mystery is revealed. And to show us that it is the Son, by his coming, who brings this knowledge of his Father to birth in all who believe in him, Jesus told his disciples: “no one knows the Son except the Father, just as no one knows the Father except the Son—and those to whom the Son chooses to reveal him” (Matt. 11:27). In these words he means us to understand who he himself is and who the Father is, so that we may know none other Father than him who is revealed by the Son.

CONTINUES …
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Friday

The unseen mystery of the Son was the Father

It is through creation that the Word reveals God, the creator of the world. In the order there is within the world, he shows us the Lord who ordered the world. In man, fashioned and made from “the dust of the soil,” he shows the Artist who conceived man. And as Son, he reveals the Father who begot the Son. All say the same as this; yet not all believe alike.

Or again, by the Law and the prophets the Word announced himself, as he announced the Father: all the people heard his word, but not all of them believed alike.

At length, the Word gave himself to be seen and touched; through him too the Father also showed himself. Yet although not all believed in him, none could avoid seeing the Father in the Son: for the unseen mystery of the Son was the Father, and the Father showed himself in the Son. That is why when they came into his presence, all alike recognized him as Christ and named him God. And even the demons, when they saw him, cried out: “we know who you are, the Holy One of God” (Mark 1:24). And tempter declared in his presence: “If you are the Son of God …” (Matt. 4:3). They alike saw the Son and with him the Father; all named him Son, although not all believed.

CONTINUES …
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Saturday

Christ is sown throughout the Scriptures

In Saint John we see Jesus saying: “You study the Scriptures, believing that in them you have eternal life; now these same Scriptures testify to me, and yet you refuse to come to me for life!” (John 5:39). How could the Scriptures bear witness to him, if they did not stem from his own true Father, telling the world in advance of his Son who should come?”

Again, Christ said: “You place your hopes in Moses, and Moses will be your accuser. If you really believed in him, you would believe in me too, since it was I that he was writing about” (John 5:46). In fact, the Son is sown throughout the Scriptures in the writings of Moses. Here he talks to Abraham; there he gives Noah the dimensions of the ark; now he seeks Adam; later on he comes to judge the men of Sodom; or here again he shows himself to Jacob and guides him on his journey; now he is speaking to Moses from the burning bush. In each of these many texts it is Moses who shows the Son of God. Even the day of his passion was not unknown to Moses who spoke of it symbolically under the name of the Pasch. It was on this same feast, proclaimed so long in advance by the man of God, that the Lord endured his passion and so accomplished the true Pasch.

Moses did not merely prefigure the feast, he foretold where it would take place, and equally the fullness of time, too, signified by the setting of the sun: “You may not sacrifice the passover in any of the towns that Yahweh your God gives you,” he writes, “but only in the place where Yahweh your God chooses to give his name a home, there you must sacrifice the passover, in the evening sunset …” (Deut. 16:5).

SAINT IRENAUS
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Sunday

THE LETTER TO DIOGNETUS

Born to some new life

Christians certainly are in the body, yet they do not live according to that body. As their life on earth unfolds, they grow to be citizens of heaven. They obey all the proper laws, yet their way of life is more perfect than any law.

All men they love, but they are persecuted by all. They are misunderstood, they stand condemned: they are put to death, and through death they gain life. They are poor, yet this makes them rich. They lack everything, yet they have all things in abundance. They are despised, but such contempt is their highest glory. They are slandered: they repay it with honour; they do nothing but good and are treated as criminals; receiving their punishment, they are overjoyed as if they were born to some new life.

The Jews pursue them as a national nuisance; the Greeks persecute them; and those who hate them most cannot find words to explain their feelings.

THE LETTER TO DIOGNETUS
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Monday

God sets them a vital task

To say all this in so many words: what the soul is to the body, Christians are in the world.

The soul is present to every part of the body, and so too Christians are to be found in every city.

The soul dwells in the body without itself being that body; and Christians dwell in the world without being of the world.

The soul, unseen of itself, is a prisoner in the body that is seen; and so too, Christians, though they are to be found in the world, offer worship to God who is invisible.

The body hates the soul and wars with it all the time; not that the soul ever did it harm, but simply because it stands in the way of the pleasures of the flesh. And so too, the world hates Christians, who do it no harm, because Christians stand out against its pleasures.

The soul loves the body that hates it, loves each of its members; and so do Christians love those who hate them.

The soul is enfolded within the body; yet it serves to preserve the body: Christians, likewise, are held as prisoners of this world while they safeguard the world they are in.

The soul although immortal inhabits a mortal home: so too Christians must live in this passing and corrupt world as they await the everlasting life of heaven.

The soul grows in strength by being tested by hunger and thirst; Christians who are persecuted grow in number from day to day.

The task that God has set them is so vital, that on no account may they forsake it.

CONTINUES …
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Tuesday

No earthly origin

The Christian tradition has no earthly origin; what we are so proud of, what we seek at all costs to preserve is not of man’s making, our faith is not a mixture of human mysteries. But the Omnipotent in person, the Unseen Maker of the Universe, namely God himself has sent his Truth from the height of the heavens and convinced men of his holy Word that passes all understanding; he has established the truth of his Word in their hearts.

CONTINUES …
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Wednesday

Unspeakable wisdom

This Master and Maker of the Universe, God who made and disposed all things in his order, showed himself to us not only full of love for all men but full of patience. He has always been what he is and will be: swift to help, kind, patient and the fullness of truth: he is rightful. But when he drew up his plan of unspeakable wisdom, he uttered it to us by means of a baby.

CONTINUE …
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Thursday

He disposed all things

He who was sent as Craftsman and Master of the universe; through him God made the heavens and through him he confined the sea to its limits. The elements of the world faithfully obey his mysterious ways; the sun took from him the law that sets its daily course; the moon shines at night in obedience to him, and as the moon goes, so go the stars, all under his guidance. He fixed the bounds and hierarchy of all beings; he too it was who disposed all things: the heavens and all they contain, the earth and all it bears, the sea and all it enfolds, fire and air and abyss, the upper and the nether regions and the middle one contained between the two.

Such is He whom God sent among men.

CONTINUES …
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Friday

He has prepared his reign of justice

All the time God kept his own wise mind and held this mystery in his own contemplation, he appeared to forget us, even to hold no interest in men. But when through this beloved Child he showed us plainly what he had determined from the beginning, he gave us everything all at once: a share in his bounty, the sight and understanding of his plan. Could any man have dared expect it to be so?

God therefore had already determined everything between himself and his Child; but until just lately he allowed us to remain slaves to our pleasures and to passion, swept along here and there by every disordered urge. That is not to say he took some spiteful pleasure when he saw us in such sin; yet he was content that wickedness should rule while he prepared his present reign of justice. And so, while the first interval of time showed us how unworthy of this life we were, now we are able to grow worthy of life through the goodness of God’s gift; we have known how impossible it is to enter the kingdom by our own efforts, but now we may do so by the power of God.

CONTINUES …
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Saturday

Imitate the Father’s goodness

If you also desire to embrace this faith, if you would long to understand it, then you must begin to know the Father. For God created men, for them he created this world; he placed under their rule everything that exists upon this earth. He gave them reason, he offered them wisdom; and he gave them the right to lift their eyes to heaven. He made them in his own image. And finally, he even sent his only Son to them who promised the Kingdom of heaven as his gift to those who love him.

And once you know him, think what joy will fill your heart. How you will learn to love him who first loved you. And as you love him, you will come to imitate his goodness.

Do not think it strange that man may imitate his God: It is meant to be, and it is possible, for God wills it so. Lording it over other men, wielding power over the weak, putting down the poor and meek—there is no happiness in such deeds, men do not imitate God in such a way; for those deeds are far removed from God’s greatness. But the man who takes upon his own shoulder the burden of another, who tries to offer those who have less some share of his own advantages, who gives to the needy without thinking all that God has given him: such a man is playing the same role as God to those to whom he gives: He is a true imitator of God.

THE LETTER TO DIOGNETUS
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Sunday

SAINT CLEMENT OF ALEXANDRIA
(C.150–215)

His chosen lyre, tuned by the Holy Spirit

God has given to the universe a musical arrangement; he has placed the dissonant elements under the discipline of harmony, that the whole world may become a symphony to his ears. He has left the sea unbridled but has not failed to forbid it to encroach on the land; the land that itself was once a flux he has hardened and set up as a frontier to the ocean.

He has tamed the icy cold of the air by passing fire through the midst of it, and all these conflicting voices of the world he has finely blended together. From centre to the periphery, from the periphery back to the centre, he has orchestrated this pure concert of the universe that keeps all beings in mutual harmony. Its melodious flow he has regulated not by the rules of Greek music derived from the invention of Jubal (Gen. 4:21), but by the fatherly will of God, which was David’s concern.

And so, that descendant of David, the Word of God who was existing before David, despised the unspiritual harp and lyre; his chosen instrument was our world, and particularly man, body and soul, who is the world in microcosm. This is his lyre, tuned by the Holy Spirit, and on it he plays the accompaniment to his own voice as he sings his song for God.

SAINT CLEMENT OF ALEXANDRIA
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Monday

Playing the drama of our salvation

With matchless speed and a goodness that could not hold aloof, the divine power illuminated the earth, filling everything with the seed of salvation.

Never without a divine providence would the Lord have accomplished this vast work in so short a time. His appearance invited scorn (Isa. 53:3), but his acts demanded worship; he was the Word of God, to cleanse, to reconcile and to save. He made it wholly clear that he was truly God, the equal of the Master of the universe; for he was his Son, and the Word was in God.

There were some who came to believe the ancient preaching by which he had been proclaimed beforehand, and when he took the form of a man and was fashioned in flesh to play out the drama of our salvation, he did not remain unknown; he entered the lists as a loyal fighter coming to the help of the creature he had formed.

From the bosom of the Father’s will he rose, and swifter than the sun’s rays he spread over the whole human race. Effortlessly he bathed us in light; his teaching and his signs led us to God from whom he came and who by his very nature he was; for he was the Word, the messenger of peace, the mediator of the Covenant, our Saviour. He is the source, the giver of life and peace, spread over the surface of all the earth, transforming all things into an ocean of goodness.

CONTINUES …
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Tuesday

Gift of knowledge from the Father

The man who has true knowledge of God is a man both religious and holy: he gives fitting worship to the majesty of God, and is loved by him. He has learnt in all things to honour that which is first: in the visible world, our fathers and the governors of the state; in the invisible world, he goes back to the firstborn, the eternal unborn Beginning, the Origin of all things, the Son.

Through the Son we may learn to know the ultimate Source, the universal Father, who is older than all and who distributes his benefits to all. No creature can find words to describe him: in silence and holy dread we revere him, to whom we owe fealty above all. The Lord speaks to us of him in language that we can understand; the chosen disciples receive the gift of knowledge from the Father. There are they whose judgement, as the apostle says, is trained to discern good and evil (Heb. 5:14).

This, then, is authentic worship: to be constantly vigilant over our soul, and to place God in the forefront of our lives in an unfailing love.

CONTINUES …
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Wednesday

The Son: the living activity of the Father

In the nature of the Son dwell the height of perfection, absolute holiness, supreme and most royal majesty, universal well-doing; no other being is closer than he to the Father, the Sovereign Lord.

As he is above all, the Son orders all things according to the will of his Father; he guides the universe wonderfully, working everywhere with an untiring power, his eyes fixed on the mystery of God’s plan. The Son watches without failing; he does not move from place to place, he does not split himself up nor share himself out, but is everywhere at once and knows no limit. He is all spirit, all light streaming out from the Father, all vision; he sees all, he hears all, he knows all. His power pervades the powers that govern the world, and he is universally obeyed.

Word of the Father, he makes manifest God’s plan, to the glory of him who put all things under his feet. All men belong to him, some as friends, some as faithful servants. Our Lord’s function is referred to in its entirety as the Sovereign Father; the Son is as it were the living activity of the Father.

CONTINUES …
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Thursday

We honour his Son by offering ourselves in sacrifice

The soul that possesses spiritual knowledge works within itself a transformation and as it were a re-creation; it grows in likeness to God and can be the sower of the inner harmony in those that seek its company.

It has learnt by asceticism to control its passions and has reached the highest possible degree of resemblance to him who is Unchanging by nature. More than this, it is in habitual converse with the Lord and is always with him.

Now the soul grows towards likeness with God to the extent that it is good and loving towards others and profoundly religious. These virtues, I insist, are the sacrifice which is pleasing to God: they lead to simplicity of heart, and when they are joined to a sound knowledge, they make up the true holocaust of which Scripture speaks. For God reserves men to himself to make them holy, and they receive the light of knowledge that they may be one with him and never parted.

It is at the heart of the gospel, it is the whole teaching of the Apostle, that we should give ourselves up as captives to God, that we should inflict death upon the old man who is on the way to corruption through his passions, and that from him we should bring the new man to birth.

This explains why we offer no victims to God; he has no need of anything, indeed it is he that gives to all beings all that they have. But we honour his Son who sacrificed himself for us, and we do so by offering ourselves in sacrifice after his example. This offering comes from him who possesses all things, and to him it returns; its source is the Unmoved, which Unmoved is also its good.

CONTINUES …
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Friday

Image of the image

The only offering that pleases God is our salvation. Why do the heathen imagine that he is a beggar, to be seduced or to be bribed?

He is plenitude; he provides for every need of every being that comes into the world. The heart of God is not taken prisoner by victims sacrificed or honours paid; he shows himself only to upright men who cannot bring themselves to betray justice, to be swayed by threats, or to yield to corruption.

The soul of the just is a divine image, as close to God as can be; it is obedient to the Commandments, and in it the sanctuary is being built of the Sovereign Master of all beings, mortal and immortal. In it the king himself comes to dwell, who is the source of goodness, the true law, the holy precept, the Word of eternity, the only Saviour of each human person and of the community of the universe.

He is the true and only Son, the imprint of the Father’s glory and his Sovereign Majesty; on the enlightened soul he imprints the seal of perfect contemplation in the image of his own nature; and so the soul becomes image of the image, as like as can be to the Beginning, born of the Beginning, and to the true life by whose gift we truly live.

CONTINUES …
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Saturday

God is everywhere, an enveloping presence

The man who truly knows God honours him not in a place set apart or a chosen temple, nor on the feastdays set by a calendar, but everywhere and all day long, whether he is alone or in the company of brethren in the faith.

The presence of a holy man always inspires in those who seek his society such respect and veneration as may make them better men: the believer then, who is continually seeking God through an enlightened faith, a life guided towards him and incessant thanksgiving, how much more will he be raised above himself in all his acts and words and feelings?

His inmost conviction is that God is everywhere: no particular place marks his limits, and nowhere, by day or by night, can we imagine that he is absent and allow ourselves to grow lax. In this belief that God is everywhere, an enveloping presence whichever way we look, our life becomes an unending solemnity; we praise him as we till the fields, we sing of him as we sail the seas; whatever we do, this is the wisdom that is our guide. The spiritual man lives close to God; never therefore under any circumstances does he lose his gravity nor his gladness; gravity because he is turned towards God, gladness at the thought of all the good things that God in his kindness has given us. Such is the royal man, the holy priest of God.

CONTINUES …
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Sunday

Prayer without ceasing, struggling to be with God

Prayer is, if I may use the phrase, a conversation with God. Even if we whisper, even if we do not open our mouth, a cry rises within us. And God never fails to hear this inner conversation.

Knowing this, we raise our eyes and lift up our hands to the heavens, at the end of the prayer we stand for the acclamation and fervently stretch out our soul towards God who is Spirit. We wish that the body itself could follow our thought and tear itself away from the earth; for the soul, raised up by the longing for better things, looks heavenward; with all our energy we desire to go through into the holy of holies, despising the bonds of flesh that tie us to the world.

Some are accustomed, to be sure, to consecrate fixed hours to prayer, as for example the third, the sixth and the ninth, but the spiritual man prays without ceasing; prayer is the way by which he struggles to be with God, and with this in view he leaves aside all that is useless.

CONTINUES …

[image: ]

Monday


Fulfilling the promise of the Psalmist

The Word of God,

born of the house of David, yet of far more ancient lineage,

refusing harp, lyre and suchlike mindless instruments,

attuned the whole Universe to himself in the Holy Spirit,

in particular, the tiny world of man, his mind, his soul, his body.

And on this instrument, small yet with many voices, he sings to God,

and plays to his instrument, man.

“You are my harp, my flute, my sanctuary”;

my harp for all your fine harmonies,

a flute by your breath,

my sanctuary for your memory and your mind.

May this harp sing at his every touch,

this flute breathe with his life-giving Breath,

may this sanctuary be the Lord’s abiding home.

SAINT CLEMENT OF ALEXANDRIA,
PROTREPTIKON
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Tuesday

ORIGEN (C. 185–C. 254)

He became the light of men

God is absolutely one: God is simple. It is his creatures who are diverse: thus our Saviour becomes many, for God predestined him to be the victim that earns pardon by offering himself as first-fruits of the whole of creation. Indeed, it seems only natural that on behalf of these creatures he came to deliver, he himself should be everything they could need.

He became the light of men: for men that are blinded by their wickedness need this light to shine in the darkness, which that darkness could not overpower. He would not have become the light of men if men had not been in darkness. The same consideration applies to his title first-born from the dead. Suppose the woman had not yielded to seduction and Adam had not fallen: suppose that man had taken possession of that incorruption for which he was made; then Christ would not have “lain in the dust of death” (Ps. 21:16). Had it not been for that sin which his love for men made him die, he would not have lost his life, nor would he have been the firstborn from among the dead.

ORIGEN ON JOHN

[image: ]

Wednesday

On this way we need no sandals

We may understand how Christ is the way if we consider how we make progress in wisdom. We go forward seeking truth in the Divine speech, or the Word; and then by our actions we conform ourselves to true righteousness.

We may take nothing with us on this way, neither bag nor cloak; and we need no staff to walk with or sandals to wear. The way alone is enough: he will provide all we need for our journey. For the man who walks this way will lack nothing; he wears the guest-robe of one who is going to a wedding, and he will meet with no misfortune on his way. In the Book of Proverbs we are told the way of an eagle through the skies, the way of a snake over the rock is beyond comprehension (Prov. 30:19). And therefore a staff is useless when we are going by a way where such adversaries leave not so much as a trace; indeed, our way is so solid that it is called the rock and will repel all the attacks of the wicked

CONTINUES …
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Thursday

He is the peace between us

Our Lord is called Christ which means the Anointed. Now among creatures anointing is the sign of a king, or sometimes of a priest. Would this kingship of the Son of God have been given
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