WERITING ABOUT PRAYER

Silo:wn’ however, is that being a Christian at any time calls for deep
8s for the whole of humanity and for the whole of history.
coothlng is 50 liable to destroy this strong sense of the organic and the
"iMunity than those evasive tactics which would replace the notion

of holocaust with that of helping the underdog.

Writing about Prayer

GILES HIBBERT, o.r.
31:: 8enerally admitted that far too many modern books on prayer and
b elospthal life are of little value. Such books often enough claim to
.~ 0g to the tradition of the Church, depending upon and being con-
JOhlif’uS with the great figures of the past such as St Bernard and St
e of the Cross, but in fact this dependence is merely superficial,
’hus: ]:l))emg a fundamental break in a process of transmission which
pre ¢ essentially organic, with its roots in the past and its life in the

“e0t—that surely is the significance of tradition.

N dfilm that our thought about the nature of prayer should be up
%15 not to claim that it should dissociate itself from the past—far
X. The very nature of Christian speculation is that it must give
the ‘(’:aﬁue to and appreciate the language and thought-form in which
Chris urch has given expression to her consciousness of the life of
o t within her throughout her history, and particularly as witnessed
iy, 1 great patristic figures and doctors of the Church. Any
ePenléal writing which does not take cognisance of, or indeed is not
on Sel}t~whether explicitly, even whether consciously, or not—
co Ants Augustine, Gregory, Bernard, Thomas Aquinas, John of
1 T0ss, Frangois de Sales, not to mention the Greek Fathers of the
el hurch will inevitably be ‘private’ and therefore only by accident
¢ of helping the faithful in their life of prayer in the Church.
ity is straightforward, but there is another aspect which is more
ereflztant' This can be summed up by saying that the spiritual life, and
dw Ot prayer par excellence, is concerned with the meeting and
g together of God and man, and it is in this reality that lies the
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‘present’ of the life of the Church—the leading shoot of its growth- I
is modern man who meets the revealed God as presented to him i the
Church here and now in the second half of the twentieth century. 'ﬂ;:,
return to sources, which we have just affirmed as an essential featur®
the Church’s authentic thought, is not a matter of putting the cl
back, but rather of making the historical past live organica]l')’ an
dynamically into the here and now. This again is precisely what ’
meant by the Church’s tradition—its ‘handing-on’. It is thus the presest
which is most fundamentally our concern; and the very ‘centre’ O
present is man’s meeting with God. ]

If then the meeting of man with God is to be our primary poti*
emphasis, it can be seen that any successful work about prayer has 0
consider two things, and these it has to take seriously. First of all t
is God, known to us through his revelation in Jesus Christ. In © ol
words the starting point and continual focal point must be thoroug’ y
theological in its most profound sense. The mode of God’s revelai®®
as being the source and root of our prayer must be deeply consider |
Then there is the other term-—man himself, who talks with God a o
grows in the strength of the wisdom of the knowledge which that 81
him. Man is capax Dei, and although the actual nature of this ope’ s
to God can be known to us only in God’s revelation, nevertheless
built or grafted upon man’s nature. It is the knowledge of God W 0
(here in this life only imperfectly through grace) gives perfectio? s
nature. If we are going to talk about man meeting God, we bav®
take man’s nature seriously—that is we have at least to be in tune vwdaY
and sympathetically aware of, those remarkable insights of ou* oot
(which are however not appearing now for the first time), Whi b
man as a living vital force, living in and organically affecting throuf
his spiritual nature, the context in which he has his being; ¢ o
along that context creatively into the future in communion Wlth okt
making it in fact to be a living history—all this rather than trymg toaw
the parts and abstract pieces of a man’s life together like 2 Jlg;:
puzzle. Again to do this is not to reject that philosophical thoug 158
the past (the philosophia perennis after all) in which the Churc® .
specifically put her confidence and authorized as being apt for SPe% b3
about man in relation to God. Indeed it is but to make it re-live -
fullness of life, unstuntedly in the present. st

It should be quite clear that these two aspects of prayer—tbe s ¢
of man and the revelation of God—are not directly relevant t0 P r:a”
except in as far as they are considered in their synthesis. Now ¢
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Ef?hls synthesis is the Church and the life of the Church. The Church
% 1ts htlu'gy, its cult—using these words in their widest sense—is the
urc.e and locus of our meeting God. Thus the sacraments, so essenti-
U _h-_flked to the ‘word’ (as well as its response) of the Church, and the
oa tional prayer that ‘surrounds’ them, together with the scriptures,
ml‘In_ the essential context in which through faith and prayer that
°®ting attains consummation. The fact that the consciousness and
8a:r01°gy of the Church is becoming more and more aware of the
ey ‘im‘ents as the source of Christ-encounter and the scriptures as the
e € ation of the life of this encounter, rather than being in danger of
Presenting them in quasi-legal garb on the one hand and as apologetic
Pctfpl_'O_Viding material on the other, is of vast importance to the
ossﬂ).l]lties of understanding and ‘enjoyment’ of contemplative prayer;
is simply our reaction in its fullness to what God has given to us
Zre‘"elation through his Son, a reaction which although ‘ours’ and
Fofagmg our purely natural abilities is nevertheless in its essence given.
sl ‘l:’?}'er is our supernatural life, a grace of God, just as Christ him-
Om we meet is the supreme Grace of God.
Us the nature of prayer is such that it lies at the very centre of the
Tuc synthesis of all that is Christian, in the very here and now of
an community and history, and thus the Church. That Dr von
. oasar realises this will not come as a surprise to any who have read
§ gmi{lence, Religion and Christianity (whose original title was most
Praye iantly Die Gottesfrage des Heutigen Menschen). Here in his book on
Ny cr he can be said to have fulfilled everything one would wish for
Ot °‘11(?- have hoped for. This book is about contemplative prayer (its
o .tltle i_s Das Betrachtende Gebet; in English translation just Prayer).
somet;:ixlls quite clear that contemplative prayer, for the author, means
ing) thang far fuller, far more life engaging (indeed totally life engag-
dige abstract speculation (which has very little if anything to do
a gracydwltl'l prayer). Further he is concerned with what is essentially
ay ne lathVIty, not pure passivity. It is equally clear that he is in no
Poing g% ecting the fact that the Sitz-in-Leben of prayer, both from the
2 View of its source and its act, is the Church teaching, praising
bi; _Cramentally giving Christ to its members. The origin of its possi-
itlsn Chr.ist, its actuality through the mediation of the Church itself
dee relatlonshjp to the living tradition, are all shown forth with
ing; Penetration, And it is not only as if these subjects were treated
1 vally; they penetrate the work through and through. They

Q
7% by Hans Urs von Balthasar; Geoffrey Chapman, 30s.
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make it possible to open it here and there, and everywhere to drs¥
deeply from a well which has the full depth and content of
Catholicity. .

If the language is 2 little turgid and perhaps heavy, it is but 2 verf
small price to pay for being given that of which there is so much B
An earlier cri-de-coeur® for something which takes both God and
really seriously is here in this book superbly answered. .

Father Hamman’s book? thus comes at a very opportune mome
It is a superb anthology and presentation of the early prayer © ad
Church, covering scripture itself, the apostolic and early Fathers 3
martyrs of the Church, together with a great deal of early liturg“i
prayer. Presented with skill and pleasantly translated, it is a witn®,
that living spirit of the Church which is perpetually handed ?;‘:‘;
tradition. If we approach this volume coming from Dr Balthasar's
or with a similar outlook we should be able to see these prayer o
bearing that unmistakable mark of perfect authenticity—not so 2%
timelessness but living ‘modernity’, or let us say more happily
French: actualité. It has been well worth the waiting.

2Life of the Spirit, May 1961, p. 523.
3Early Christian Prayers, by A. Hamman 0.r.M.; Longmans, 35s.

Reviews

THE BIBLE IN THE AGE OF SCIENCE, by Alan Richardson; S.C.M. p¥f
back, ss.

s
Our growth as Christians is often choked by what appear to be fixed fo};ﬂ;"&
point which has recently been stressed in this periodical (Jan. 1962) in t'h"' s poct
of religious education. It is common enough experience that in learni?8 :vc"‘
the faith our human experience has frequently been trivialized becats® ™ .
been given the answers before ever asking the questions, the objectivé, o
lation without the movement, the expression without the pre-SUPposmon'
catechism, for example, without the scriptures. Yet the formulations, v:l;do"'
it be of catechism, preaching or books, are meant to lead us to the reve”
reality, Christ himself, and so often they merely obscure him. But, ¥
living Church, there are two privileged ways through which we may
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