


PREFACE

This pamphlet contains the text of a lecture given under the auspices

of the Anglican Centre in Rome, at the Angelicum University in Rome
in the autumn of 1970, to an audience consisting largely of members of
religious communities, both men and women. It examines briefly the
attitude of a number of representative Anglican writers towards the
religious or monastic life in three different periods since the Reforma-
tion: first in the seventeenth century, in many ways still the classical
age of Anglican divinity; then in the nineteenth century, the time in
which the Religious Life came to birth again in our Church; and, finally,
in the present day. This contemporary section is based on the report,
Religious Communities in the World of Today, produced for the Church
of England’s Advisory Council on Religious Communities in 1970.

At a time when many things in all the Churches are being shaken,
the religious communities are showing a remarkable power of adaptation
to new circumstances, and of renewal according to the original vision of
their founders. They are also seen more and more to be signs of the
unity in Christ and the Spirit which exists across all the barriers which
separate Christians from one another. I hope that this small study of
the particular Anglican way of understanding this gift of the Spirit to
the Church, may be of value and of interest to Christians of many
different traditions, and especially to religious, who are seeking to
understand what the Spirit 1s saying to the Churches about the renewal
of this way of following Christ and bearing witness to his kingdom.

A. M. Allchin



T FIRST SIGHT it may seem strange to speak of a specifically
Anglican approach to this subject; for though religious com-
munities have existed in the Churches of the Anglican Communion for
the last century and a quarter, and though such communities are now
well established and widely recognised, nevertheless their numbers are
not large,1 and in general not much has been written from the Anglican
point of view on the theology of this way of life. We must not, there-
fore, exaggerate either the size or the importance of the phenomenon
which we are discussing.

On the other hand, there may be a particular value in examining this
question from this vantage point at the present time. On the one side,
the revival of religious communities in the Churches of European
Protestantism during the last twenty-five years suggests that we are
dealing with a matter of increasing ecumenical significance. The impulse
towards this form of life is to be' found in places where hitherto it had
not been expected. Not only at Taize, but in numerous other places in
France, Switzerland, Germany and Scandinavia, communities both of
women and of men have sprung into existence, and have begun to lead
Protestants to think again about the Reformation rejection of monasti-
cism. On the other hand, within the Roman Catholic Church, as a part
of the general activity of theological re-appraisal which has followed on
Vatican I, fundamental questions about the meaning and nature of this
way of life are being asked. Adaptations to new circumstances, and new
realisations of old principles are leading to sometimes startling changes
of attitude.

In such a situation, the experience of a Church which has never been
able to rest wholly content with the divisions of the sixteenth century,
b_llt which has always sought to reconcile crucial elements of Reforma-
tion practice and teaching with a maintenance of many elements of
Catholic tradition, may be of some value. For three hundred years after
the Reformation this Church was without the witness of this distinctive
form of life, and for this very reason, it sometimes contains a vivid
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both on the continent of Europe and

The attitude of the Reformers,
not always wholly clear and

in England, towards the monastic life was
consistent. In the first place, there was the very evident rejection of the
monastic tradition as it was then known. This involved the affirmation
of the value of Christian callings in the world, as well as the repudiation
of any idea that it was only in the cloister that a fully Christian life
could be lived. It involved the assertion of the value of the vocation to
marriage, and the freedom of the clergy to marry. It was based on the
repudiation of the system of vows, which seemed to the Reformers to
make the monastic life into a work of man, an elaborate human contri-
vance to win our way towards God who wills to give himself freely to
us, but who will not let himself be bought by human efforts. But at the
same time, the Reformers were not unaware that many of the Fathers
of the Church, to whose authority most of them appealed, had been
monks and had valued the monastic life highly. Thus it was that they
did not totally deny the possibility that in its original intention the
monastic institution had had good ends in view. In Lutheranism, for
example, despite the example of Luther himself, there seems to have
been a kind of hesitation on this subject.

In England, the monasteries were dissolved in the 15 30’s by the
action of the King. A notable seventeenth century Anglican authority
declared on this point, ‘We fear that covetousness had a great oar in the
boat, and that sundry of the principal actors had a greater aim at the
goods of the Church, than at the good of the Church.’? It is true that
the English reformers in general endorsed the Reformation repudiation
of the monastic system as it had been known in the later middle ages
and concluded that the practice and theory of the vows was un-
scriptural and indefensible. But with the development during the seven-
teenth century of a distinctively Anglican theological position, with its
increasing appeal to_the authority of the Fathers, a more positive
attitude towards monasticism becomes evident on the part of 2 number
of leading theologians. Archbishop John Bramhall (1594-1663), who
h-as aJrcac}y been quoted, writes for instance, ‘We _believe that founda-
tions which were good in their original institution, ought not to
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22 Jestroyed for accessory.abuses, or the faults of particular persons.’
and, leaving aside the question of vows, he concludes, ‘1 do not sm
monasteries might not well enough agree with reformed devotion.’3 !

in the Church of Englan'd durmg this seventeenth century, there was
one theologian who went into this question at some length, and one
living example of a community which, without being monastic, had a
distinctively monastic quality to its life. The writer in question was
Herbert Thorndike (1598-1672), the community the family at Little
Gidding. In both cases we may see the beginnings of reflection m
nature of the life, and its relation to that of the Church as a whole.
Thorndike in his discussion of the question is concerned in the first
place to distinguish clearly between the monastic and the ordained
state. In his view the confusion of these two things in the middle ages
had been one of the causes of the decadence of the monasteries in the
period before the Reformation. He points out that in their origin the
monasteries had been predominantly lay. In his view they represent a
calling within the Church which is ‘not essential to the constitution of
the Church’, as that of the ordained ministry is, but advantageous’ to
it. In what does this advantage consist? ‘In the maintenance of that
retirement from the world in the reasons of our actions, wherein our
common Christianity consisteth, by that visible retirement, wherein
this profession consisteth.”® In other words all Christians are to be in
the world but not of the world. Some Christians by a visible withdrawal
from some of the responsibilities and concerns of daily life, give an_
example to all Christians of freedom from exaggerated care and from
conformity to the world, and thus reveal to the whole Church some-
thing of its own true nature. o
In another work, which was not published during his own life-time,

Thorndike goes even further and says of monasticism, ‘seeing it is a

perfection to Christianity, it is certainly a blot in the reformation which

we profess, that we are without it. . . . How great an advantage is it to

Christianity to have before the eyes of the world the examples of them

that wholly forego it: to warn them that live in it, to use it as if they

used it not; that it is for the service of God, not the satisfaction of
themselves.”® Such an aspiration was not wholly theoretical in seven-
teenth century England, for in at least one place, Little Gidding, these
truths were seen embodied in the lives of men and women. There the
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members of the Ferrar family, some thirty persons in all, including
three generations, elders and children together, lived a life of consecra-
tion to God, which both its admirers and critics could only see as being
in some way monastic. Within the context of the family, Nicholas
Ferrar (1592-1637), the director and inspirer of the whole enterprise,
and two of his nieces, lived in a voluntary consecration to single life
which was not felt as in any way disparaging the married state of other
members of the community. ,

One of the most interesting accounts of the family’s way of life,
from the theological point of view, occurs almost incidentally in the life
of Archbishop John Williams. Although not strictly accurate in all
points of detail, this description is highly perceptive as to the spirit and
meaning of the place:

As alms and fasting were frequent with them, so prayers and
watching, with reading and singing psalms were continually in
their practice. Note the word continually; for there was no inter-
mission, day or night. Four times every day they offered up their
supplications to God, twice in the words of the Common-Prayer
in the Church; twice in their family with several petitions for
their own needs, or for such as desired, upon some special
occasions, to be remembered by them to God. At all umes, one
or more, by their constitutions were drawn aside to some private
holy exercise. By night they kept watch in the house of the Lord,
and two by turns did supply the office for the rest, from which
they departed not till the morning. Their scope was to be ready
like wise virgins with oil in their lamps when the Bridegroom
came. This was the hardest part of their discipline, that they kept
sentinel at all hours and seasons, to expect the second coming of
the Lord Jesus. Archbishop Spotswood tells us of the like, Anno
510, that St. Mungo founded a monastery in Wales, and took
order that the monks had day and night divided amongst them,
one company succeeding another; so that there were some always
in the Church, praying and praising God. In which, and in all the
rest, what was there offensive? Nay what not to be admired? . ..
God be glorified for such, whose prayers were powerful and
incessant to pierce the heavens. The whole land was better for
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s sanctity. They fasted, that famine might not be inflicted
apon our common glut.ton.y. They abridged themselves of alj
oleasures, M v.cngrt"‘l“"c might not come down upon the volup-
fuousness of this riotous age. They kept vigil all night, that the
day of the Lord might not come upon us like a thief unawares
that sleep 1n security. The whole world was the better for thei;
contempt of the world. They were in the world, not of the world.®

[t is not difficult to see in this passage points of a genuinely theologi-

cal character. There is the insistence on the eschatological significance

of the Religious Life, a life which is lived always looking toward the end,

lived in the spirit of the Gospel parables, being ready for the coming of

the Lord as a thief in the night. There is the insistence on continual

prayer, a point which bulks so large in the earliest monastic tradition

and in the East till this day, and which is itself eloquent of the way in
which the kingdom of eternity may by anticipation be realised in time.
There is the sense of the interaction between this way of life and the
way of life of those more obviously in the world, the sense of the value
that there is for the whole Church, to have those within it, who being
free in this particular way from the anxieties and obsessions of time,
help all Christians to live in time with a greater spirit of freedom in the
service of God. Hacket was not alone in being influenced by Little
Gidding. Many people knew of the family’s life of prayer, or came to
share in it for a few days at a time. Although he nowhere mentions
Little Gidding specifically, its influence can be felt, for instance, in the
sermons of Mark Frank (1613-1664), one who as a young man was
intimately connected with the junior Nicholas Ferrar. It would be
interesting to trace its influence in other places too.

Dispersed during the Civil War, the family at Little Gidding had no
direct successors or imitators, though there were other households
which lived a very full life of ordered prayer. But the memory of Little
Gidding remained in the Church, as a witness to a truth and a reality
which was not wholly to be forgotten.




I1.

The establishment of the first of the nineteenth century communities
for women dates from 1845, the year of Newman'’s conversion, though
the possibility of the foundation of such an institution had been in
men’s minds for some years previously. From that year onwards a con-
siderable number of sisterhoods were founded, so that by the end of the
nineteenth century the number of religious in the Church of Englanfl
had reached something like the figure of two thousand, where 1t
remains. In 1866 the first stable community of men came into being,
the Society of St. John the Evangelist at Cowley, Oxford, to be followed
in the last decade of the century by three more men’s communities: the
Society of the Divine Compassion in East London, the Community of
the Resurrection at Mirfield, and the Society of the Sacred Mission at
Kelham. In the present century, while some of the early communities
have declined or died out, others have been founded, among them the
Benedictine Abbey of Nashdom, the rapidly growing Society of St.
Francis, and a number of contemplative communities for women.
E.B.Pusey (1800-1882), writing of the earlier stages of this movement
could say, ‘The striking characteristic_of this history, and that which
makes i1t . . . the more to be God’s work, has been the very absence_gﬂ_,
design. It was not planned by man: it originated in the providential
leadings of God. He began: he carried it on: he gave strength : he will
give the increase. It was not the work even of thoughtful persons,
judging a priori that such institutions would be a blessing to the English
Church. It was not planned, it grew.’

A detailed and purely objective study of the whole movement would
bear out the truth of this last sentence. There was no central controlling
authqnty, no one outstanding theoretician. Rather it was the general
teaching of the leaders of the Oxford Movement, above all of Pusey and
Ncwmant that man could give himself wholly to the service and love of
Gf)d,- which led women and men to respond to a call which they heard

, y and obedience. It was this preaching with its urgent

;ﬂlltodholines, coupled with a renewed assurance that the Church of
g'and was part of the one Catholic Church and therefore contained
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within itself unexpected Powers of re
made it possible for something new,
The founders of the first sisterhoods

R
ewal and Newness of life, which
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women. There was little systematic theol Y untrained
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the nature of
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‘Religious Life’, and little
tradition.

There were of course exceptions.
historian and liturgist, who founded
East Grinstead, shows in his sermons

‘s gt 1 .Carter (1808-1901), who founded the Community of St. John tht;
Bapuist, at Clewer near Windsor, the largest of the nineteenth century
sisterhoods, and who often acted as a spokesman for the communities
in the central councils of the Church, in this, as in other matters, shows
real theological insight. R.M. Benson (1824-1915), the founder of the
Society of St. John the Evangelist at Cowley, and still the most striking
monastic figure in modern Anglican history, could write of the subject
from the inside, and with him we find a truly creative spiritual and
theological vision.” From the teaching of the latter two men we may
take certain salient points.

a)  First, there is the underlying assumption of the unity of the
varied forms of the religious and monastic tradition. All the nineteenth
century Anglican communities were engaged in external activities,
teaching, preaching, nursing, caring for children and the aged, for
instance. But none were active in an exclusive sense. In all, the primary
place of prayer, of the seven-fold office chanted in English, of the life
of the community centred around the frequent celebration of the
Eucharist, was constantly underlined. It was a _life which overflowed
Into_activity, not an activity supported by a life. It is this which gives
what Thomas Merton calls ‘a special monastic quality’ to the Anglican
attitude towards the Religious Life.

b)  There was the insistence that this is a life lived within the
whole body of the Church, in the communion of the Church, It was
perhaps especially necessary to underline this at a time when the Com-
munities were little understood in the Church at large, and were often
viewed with suspicion and hostility by both clergy and laity. But
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perhaps there is a deeper concern in Fr. Benson’s evident insistence on
this point, a desire to show this particular calling not in isolation from
but in relation to the other callings which God gives within the body of

the faithful.

Our Society is not a society drawn out of the Church, but
drawn together within the Church. And it is not drawn together

as supplying something wanting in the Communion of Saints, but
as the means to arrive at a recognition of that communion. The

object of all religious societies is to gather up, and, as it were,
focus the love which ought to animate the whole body of the

Church Catholic. . . . It is important for us to remember that the
love which animates any society of this kind is derived from the
great body of Christendom at large. There are special gifts of God
indeed to the Society, but only as it is a society within the

Church.?

It follows from this that the Religious Life, while recognised as having
its own distinctive gift or charisma, 1s yet not something apart from the
life of the whole Christian people. It is a way of life which can only be
understood in relation to, and interaction with, other ways. ‘We must
remember that our life as religious is not something over and above the
ordinary Christian life. It is only the ordinary Christian life developed
under such regulations as are rendered necessary for individuals, because
the Church at large has fallen away from her true spiritual calling of
conscious and habitual union with Christ.”” As one of the most far
seeing of Fr. Benson’s early companions, Fr. George Congreve, wrote,
‘“The religious are not a new sect; we do not represent a new theory in
religion or sociology . . . We represent only a resolve among a few
serious Christians to go back personally to the original law of Christ, to
try to practise Christianity as literally and fully as we can.'!?

¢)  Behind all this lies the conviction expressed by Pusey that this
form of life is a divine and not a human creation, that it has its roots in
the call of God, which is a creative, continuous and progressive reality.
This word of God calls into being a2 new community, it makes possible a
permanent and life-long commitment, which is a sign of the continued
presence of the risen Christ in the midst of his people, and of the

8



diversity of the gifts and energies of the Holy Spirit. It is in the light of

this prior conviction, and only in this light, that Benson and Carter

examine and discuss the question of vows. As we have already seen, the

Reformers rejected the religious or monastic vow, partly because they

believed that it had no warrant in Holy Scripture, but still more because

it seemed to make the whole religious life into a legally binding work of

man. The bishops of the Church of England and the majority of the

Anglican theologians of the mid-nineteenth century inherited and main-
tained this view, which had become traditional in the Church since the
Reformation. It very soon, however, became evident that the members
of the communities themselves felt convinced of the need for life-long
vows as an expression of the way of life upon which they had entered.
Only gradually, however, did it become possible for the bishops and
Convocations of the Church to recognise and sanction the practice. For
many years there was controversy, sometimes heated, over this question
of life-long vows. Only in 1890 did the Convocations formally authorise
the taking of life vows, and it was still later before the relations of some
of the communities with the hierarchy were regularised.

In this process of change, the position both of Carter and Benson
was of crucial importance. Carter in particular could understand some-
thing of the force of the argument against vows since he had himself
held it in his earlier writings on the subject. His final position therefore
is a carefully balanced one, which while it maintains the value of the
vows, states clearly the primacy of the divine vocation. On the basis of
his reading of early monastic history, Carter could write, ‘It can hardly
be too strongly affirmed that to identify vows with the necessary
integrity or security of the Religious Life, is entirely to ignore its earlier
history, to disparage the first callings of the Spirit in his pentecostal
fullness, and to deny the all-sufficiency of the grace which alone
constitutes in the place of a living creation of God the creature’s own
vocal act and outward covenant.” But, of course, such is not the true
meaning and purpose of the vows which arise naturally out of the life
which is prior to them, and so Carter can continue, ‘On the other hand
to deny the lawfulness or moral expedience of vows . . . would be to
lose sight altogether of the very principle of special Divine vocations, to
cast distrust on the power of God to sustain the life in which he
predestines his own elect to serve him.’!! The vows then are legitimate,
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