Dom John Chapman’s Spiritual

Letters

L. ‘A ROUNDED THEOLOGICAL THEORY OF THE WORLD.’
JULIAN WALTER, a.a.

Itis crue] ¢o analyse a favourite spiritual book: ‘Philosophy will clip an
Agel’s wings’. Nevertheless last summer 1 tried the experiment on
bot Chapman’s spiritual letters.? I had long been dissatisfied with
toom Roger Hudleston’s presentation. He arranged the letters according
. 'corl’.espondcnts, distinguished by quaint anonymous titles—To one
f}c:?l?’g i the world’, “To a literary man’; he separated the letters to ‘lay
W }f;fqm those to religious, and he put last of all the ‘Letters to a Jesuit’
w €, in fact, begin first. As a result the reader, having to jump back-
ards and forwards in time, is reminded of Eyeless in Gaza. For Aldous
re:}dey this literary device may have had some advantages, but the
c Oer (l’fl?omjohn Chapman stands only to lose by this departure from
towil(c)i ogical order. He will only meet Dom John's ‘rounded theology’
mentr ; the end of ,the book; he will not be able to follow the develop-
per ao D9m John s theory and practice of contemplative prayer; nor,
Johyy PS, will he notice the subtle changes of view which followed Dom
Sstudy of de Caussade. Such at least was my experience. Now the

angel;e < -
tﬁgﬂgg‘g:?f:, which suffered temporarily from their clipping, seem all

thi : . .
Johy’ his first article 1 propose to consider the two main themes of Dom
a

esllsitm:vnfled theo]og_y as they are dévcloped in his first three Ietter§ to
upon V‘:hicrﬁt}tlen at Erdllngt(.)r.l Abbe.y in 1911. They are the f(?undauo_n

emselys e based his spiritual direction, but they have an 1n!:c‘rcst in
“Uhels. > a8 a personal document—what the French call a témoignage.

Clev, .
¢one ought to have (a rounded theological theory)” wrote Dom

The g,...

Tefer, Sfmt”“l Letters of Dom John Chapman, O.S.B. 2nd edition, 1935. My
"Dom op X€ 1O this edition (reprinted 1954).

Writeys o Istopher Butler's essay on Dom John Chapman in English Spiritual
tion, ' coited by Charles Davis, London, 1961, necds of course no commenda-
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John. “The Creed only gives outlines . . . I have nothing original to say
(of course—else it would be heresy).”

But first I must put these letters in their context. Dom John was born
in 1865, received into the Catholic Church in 1890, professed as a monk
of Maredsous in 1893, and ordained and sent to Erdington in 1895. In
1911, therefore, he was already 46 years old; he had been a Catholic
over 20 years, and he had been at Erdington 17 years. He had made
something of a reputation for himself as a patrologist, excgete an
historian of the primitive church; he was also in demand as a preacher
of retreats. To this man a young Jesuit scholastic wrote with a problem-
He had had an extraordinary experience of the reality of God and of the
nothingness of everything else.* He had hoped to find an explanation
of God’s infinity in scholastic philosophy, but he had not been satisfied
(it would seem because scholastic philosophy does not use persond
‘intuitions’ or experiences of God). Other systems seemed better adapte
than scholasticism, but none was really satisfactory.

Dom John replied that the experience was supcrnatural—‘a revelatio?
of the true’>—and exceptional—‘to me it is a source of joy merely ©
know that God does such things’.¢ “You . . . experience what others
know, by reason (presumably by reflection on public revelation), must
be.’? Philosophy cannot explain a supernatural experience; scholast®
philosophy ex professo does not try; other philosophies try more of Jess
unsuccessfully under another name. Since only theology can give 2 fu
explanation, ‘a Christian cannot live by philosophy. Only the light o
Christian revelation gives the end as well as the means of lif¢’.® In 01
to drive home this point he set out his rounded theological theory of th®
world. ‘Because I assume that you get no theology . . . But if you d(')n
meditate (it would seem that the scholastic passed his meditation time
in stunncd awe), you get nothing! For rosaries and litanies don’t give
you much.”? )

Ultimately we receive our religion ex auctoritate. In the Japidary
phrases of the first Vatican Council we do not believe on account Ot ¢ ¢
intrinsic truth of things perceived by the natural light of reason, but o7
the authority of God himself, who reveals.!® While man may ™
happy guesses about his supernatural destiny, ‘it is not capable of bem;g
deduced by reason fromi anything we know by nature.* Morcoveo;
‘revelation was not given for the sake of philosophers, but for the po

8p. 204.

%p. 202, Sibid. and p. 236. Sp. 204. p. 236. ®p.205. Op. 235
¥Denzinger-Bannwart 1789.  1p. 239.
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and unlearncd’. 12 Apologists nevertheless devote some attention to the
Teasonableness of religion; unfortunately their business forces them to
Concentrate upon showing that reason cannot destroy the truths of
religion, rather than upon showing how religion dovetails into the
Sttucture of our natural experience. At a time when absolutes are
démodé it seems a good idea to give more attention to the contingent.
SF Thomas uses the words ‘necessary’ and ‘contingent’ with a slightly
erent meaning when he is talking about ‘beings’, and when he is
talking aboyt knowledge of future cvents.’® In the famous “Third Way’
¢ calls material beings contingent, because they can cease to exist. A
og, for instance, is a contingent being, because once it dies it no longer
€Xists. But men—with souls—are in part spiritual beings, and, as they
3¢ Immortal, they cannot not exist. Consequently they are necessary
¢mgs. But they are not absolutely necessary. God could have not
created men. Only God is absolutely necessary. The processions of the
firee persons within God’s nature are absolutely necessary, but their
le;ts‘?ml processions (the creation, for instance, and the redemptive
Worllgn of the Son) arc not necessary. God did not have to redeem the

WB.yha contingent event St Thomas means something unpredictable
N 1 prevents the obvious from happcmng. Thus according to the
WS of nature the secd should germinate and become a plant, but a late
Lt kills it God ky hese future contingent events—he knows that
od knows these ¢ conting e

: i:(iiSt will kill the seedling; 9therwis§ he would not be omniscient.4
two mene a llnz?.n on a mountain watchn}g a road. He can sce that the
Knov & t}:m king towards each 9thcr will meet, although t’hey df) not
emselves. He uses contingent events to fulfill man’s destiny.1®

thl:)rs; T}Omas, while fully recognising the contingent, develops no
Or 1t,
There

oy ‘in? f}llo’thing unusual—exc.th perhaps the Prccpci‘ty—of Dom
Years ol Ilfg lt of the flb.solute. This is how he dcscnb-es it: "At 12 (or 13)

Uppose ¢ ﬁ t that religion ought to be trax‘lscendcnt, mﬂmte, necessary.
the ides 1 at the vague uncxprcsscé notion that was in my heaé‘ was
® at the ultimate cxplanation of everything must be “The
13P- 206,

Nyone . . . .
follge,: who wishes to pursue this subject is recommended to read the

O g} . HIC )
Pp. 23 "8 articles by two scholastic philosophcrs: J. Maritain in Angelicim, 1937,

I~ 4

Bp. 132_?5’ and C. Fabro in the Rivista della Filosofia Neoscolastica, 1938,

Filogoﬁca I49- There is 2 good article on ‘Contingenza’ in the Enciclopedia
ugp » col. 1213 by C. Carbonara
-I.I4_I3. 15 e

S.T. L22.4.
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One” .18 Later when he was reading for Greats at Oxford, he found
that most of the Greck philosophers had come to the same conclusion.
Now, however, something strange follows: “This idea’, he wrote, ‘of
the necessary and the One seemed to me a temptation to infidelity, for
Christianity is a complex of un-necessary, contingent, arbitrary facts
and doctrines’ .17 Therefore—and to me this seems very important—he
had to satisfy himself also of ‘the contingency, arbitrariness, surprising-
ness, of the universe we know’.*® ‘There are many odd and (a prioni)
most improbable things in the world besides space and time and mattet

—such as colour and light, music . . . not to speak of the moon; an
there are many questions one might ask, which philosophy might fin
it hard to answer, such as why . . . things don’t fall upwards, WhYI

cannot describe heat and cold, why things don’t look larger in the
distance.*® The world, then, is not a wound-up clock slowly runnin“a7
down, nor is God an unconcerned perfection ‘out there’. The arbitrart”
ness of certain aspects of the creature argues a possibility of arbitrariness
in the creator. In other words one must realisc not only ‘God’s immens”
ity, fulness, unity, transcendance, ctc.,” but also ‘the unmeaning wiX
ness, astonishingness riot of phenomena,—a drunken dream, a fantasi
and so forth’.20 And hence ‘the world is so surprising and so curiot®
that I could not easily not believe in the miraculous’.#

The way of ascent to the supernatural has been prepared. God b2
made a number of arbitrary, sclf-conscious intelligences (‘I am one ©
them’?), Is it unreasonable that the creator should act in the world in ¢
same way as his creature—arbitrarily and contingently2 Such actions
would be miracles. ‘In his way He manifests Himself . . . Except le’
miracles, external or internal, God has no way of making Hims$ .
known in His own world. The “impossibility” of miracles is anotl;lis
way of saying that everyone can act in the world except the Cre’a"t_o"' ilc
One of theaxioms of scholastic theology is that graceisan ‘accident B° .
natural order. We have already seen that any action of God’s outs!
himself is a non-necessary, contingent event. Paradoxically from &
oddness of natural phenomena Dom John justifies the rcasonable PO

ibility of a supernatural reality.* togy
I'will return later to this first theme of Dom John’s ‘rounded theo

165, 205. 1%p. 206, 18ibid. ®p. 211, ¥p. 211, p, 209. Zp. 208

2p. 208. . (19'23):

2Dom John’s sense of contingency remained strong. Cf. Letter X, P- 3% g in it
‘My habitual feeling is that the world is so extremely odd, and CVﬁdeul;g pave
so surprising. Why should there be green grass and liquid water, an Y
I got hands and feet?’
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M order to show its relevance to his spirituality. This can be done more
simply after considering his second theme, which is simply: ‘God is
ove’. The second half of an article is hardly the place to treat so large
a theme; 1 propose only to suggest how Dom John with a more tradi-
tional approach succeeds, where others who have wished to make God
Televant to the modern world perhaps leave something to be desired.
¢ words ‘God is love’ cannot fail to ring a bell. One is reminded at
once of Dr Robinson’s brave attempt to bring God back from ‘out
f ere’, to encourage us to search for him within us, and to find in him
the ultimate ground and meaning of personal relationships’.2* Now,
“ Wherever God js (and he is everywhere), we have to try to speak of him
3 l}e is apart from and independent of his creation, yet in language
ctived from our experience as creatures. Love, in scholastic language,
S the operation of the will. God’s will operates to perfection within
mself. If we speak of this love in God as Triunc, we say that from the
Father loving the Son proceeds the Spirit. But love diffuses itself. The
°Pera.tion of God’s will overflows as it were into creation with mani-
®Stations which are (to us) constantly new. There is a hierarchy of unions
f nztcoz%ponding hierarchy of lqves, ranging from the Trinity dpwn
SOmehur Creatures; the perfect unity of l‘zat.he.r ar,ld Son in the Trinity
Stantialow _extcnds into creation with the ‘mission .of the Son,_thc? sub—
m}’SticalulI:lon of Gocll an.d man. Men arc'thcn united to Christ in hls
o respy df)dy. How is this possﬂb.lca Man is e-ndowccli with the capacity
ecaP nd to a superna.tural destiny. Grace infused into the s.oul raiscs
2Pacity to an actuality. Man may actually will the union with Christ
¢ unites him to God.26
0 not only may will union with Chist; if he wishes to attain his
Ouri:;toural encL hcnmust do so. ‘God has not c}los‘en to diffuse His
in the na? mel1ch1nes. 27 Man and angels have free will, ‘the h1ghc’st point
Mgt oo iltlr'a order, and the most per.fcct r‘escmblancg to God’. .They
joul'ney o In OFder to carn their h:llppl.ness. The Way isa Probatl(?n, a
or o patriam, and tl:e probation is one of chqlce, good or evil, to
cOnSeque;l’Vay from God. ZS'Dom ]th held the view t'hat evil and its
ow wh C;S are necessary in ord?r that we may be tried. We do not
‘But| holcelt Ier God intended the incarnation if Adam had not sinned.
Meang 4 that we do know that God intended what.has hapched. He
Permit sin . , . He wanted a real trial, real pain, real victory for
%Honest 0 God, by To} .
PP 2050500 2 y John A. T. Robinson.
210w 20d 226-228.
P. 220.

i
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the Saints.”2® “This is the meaning of life. The victories of Martyrs over
suffering, the triumphs of Confessors in temptation, the daily conquest
of self, the turning to Him, the aversion from sin; resistance, patience,
war, work, suffering for justice, death for God’s sake . . . "30

It is interesting to confront Dom John’s insertion of evil, physical and
moral, into his rounded theory, with Teilhard de Chardin’s theory of
diminishments.®* Teilhard considers evil in the light of the mystical
synthesis of matter and spirit which seems to inform all his religious
thought. (He almost identifies the cosmos with Christ’s nrystical body
in a way so unfamiliar that one is constantly driven to recollect that St
Paul’s assurance in Romans VIII that all creation is somehow concerned
in our redemption is the foundation of Teilhard’s view of things. He
quotes this chapter, v. 22, on page 33.) For Teilhard the final victory of
good over evil is complete in the totality, not in individual short lives-
“We are like soldicrs that fall in the assault that leads to victory.”®? The
process of union between God and creatures involves an acceptation ©
bothinternal and external defects, and especially those internal passivities
about which we can do nothing: ‘Natural failings, physical defect$
intellectual or moral weaknesscs, as a result of which the field of ouf
activities, of our enjoyment, of our vision, has been pitilessly limite
since birth.” Others, such as old age, are lying in wait for us later o2
‘Death is the sum and consummation of all our diminishments.’s Thus
both bring into the foreground a neoplatonic fulfilment in the return ©
all redeemed humanity to God in the mystical body of Christ, and bot
insist that the physical and mental defects of man expose him to the
action of divine grace. “We must cherish,” says Teilhard, ‘the passivitic®
of life, and the providential diminishments through which Churist trats”
forms directly and eminently into himself the elements and personahty
which we have tried to develop for him.’3* However, I am inclined t©
agree with Maurice Blondel (writing of another work by Teilhard) that
Teilhard is in danger of representing ‘d’une facon trop naturaliste, 8
physique . . . la fonction universaliste du Christ.” % Dom John is 53%¢
from this danger mainly by a traditional sense of analogy, but #50’ [
think, by the polarity of the necessary and the contingent. ‘The tria* ©
this life lies in the unforeseen, the improbable, the inconceivable - - *
2p, 223, 30 p. 222,
81Le Miliew Divin, English translation by Bernard Wall, London, 1960, PP

59-73-

821 ¢ Miliew Divin, p. 65.

8Le Milien Divin, pp. 60-61. 3Op. cit. p. 73.

%Quoted by P. Grenet in L'Ami du Clergé, 15.12.62, p. 676.
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The very arbitrariness of the universe, as well as the slow grinding of its
“”Yifldiiig law, makes our probation.’® “The weakness ,wobbliness of
our intellect is the means of our trial.’ 37 Would it be unkind to say that
~¢llhard comes near to identifying the arbitrariness of the universe with
its unyielding law?

Owever this may be, a willing acceptance of trials rather than exub-
crant affectivity is the way for man to love God. “We know that God
Wantf us to show our love by fighting—not by conquering . . " Thisis Dom

ohl‘l $ austere doctrine of human love, which needs to be supported
v h,OPe’ the practical virtue, consisting of courage and confidence in
G0d."58 Yet God knows man’s frailty. “The ordinary person. . . finds God
A off—unimaginable, cold—a bare desert of perfection. He prefers
With Qmar Khayyam a glass of wine which is here and now and
Warming; and love means something nearer and closer and hotter to
hem}; God has answered. He has translated himself into human terms—

S come—in propriis venit.” To express what this means to him
twspman quotes three lines from a love poem of Thegcritt}s.” Tl.lese

aspects of love—warmth and courage—are combined in Christ’s
Berson. In his incarnation we see the full measure of God’s charity—
au(;tefem_léing himself accessible to us—but there is no mitigation of the
exam 11 eal proPoscd. The Son was to be the chief of martyrs, t.he
pov. pleof the saints. He was to strip himself and go up to the cross with

€Ity as his bride, as St Francis and Dante have sung.4°

our deuhave to do‘ Fhe same. Our.lovc? mmﬁfests itself in performanc? of
Himseltfyt, thilh is sgmmed up in giving ourselves to God as He gives
Much g, 0us."! Willing the will of Godisa commonplace .of sp1r1tu;%h.ty,

¥y sier said than done. However, .Dom_]ohn, following a trad.ltlon
Ages dlgs(;FS back by way of St Frandis of Sales at least to the Middle
e k’ln ) Hltgmshes two aspects of God s w111,.wh1ch’deman§1 two dlﬂ"er—
eXPressf:d? response from ours. First there is God’s permissive Wﬂl as

; or example in the precepts and the counsels; then there is the
obe (?encc;:-d’s good pleasure. To th.c first we responfi by t}‘lc virtues’ of
Propose tc; ctlo the secqnd by th; virtue of conforl'mty or abgndon L
 pregens evelop this subjcct‘ in a subsequent artlcle.. Au I w1§h to do
the o, 1s suggest that Fhere isa par.allel between this d1§t1nct1on, and
sary’ et between necessity and contingency. We recognise the ‘neces-
w Tules of Christian conduct in, for instance, the ten commandments,
aschaPman,

40P' 229, Cf,
- 230,

P-223. %7Ibid. p. 224. %8Ibid. pp. 225-226.
+; Butler, op. cit,, p. 186.
P 233.
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and this sort of spirituality, easily formulated, is the be-all and end-all
of most Christian lives. However, someone who is sensitive to con-
tingency will recognise that God exercises a seemingly direct influence
on the soul, much less easy to formulate. One obvious way is by calling
a soul to the religious life. But this, while beginning as a contingency
(for one is not bound to respond) becomes by the vows a ‘necessity -
However, the response to the will of God’s good pleasure should not
end there. It certainly did not for Dom John, as later on I hope to show-

St Augustine on the Trinity——VH
EDMUND HILL, o.r.

In this concluding article on St Augustine’s great masterpiece, as well 28
seeing how he finally completes the many subtle patterns of his thought;
we must also recapitulate and try to get a comprehensive view of the
work as 2 whole. In his closing book, xv, he himself provides the readff
with a recapitulation of the carlier books. But first we must see how 3
books xn1 and x1v he finishes what we can almost call the history © the
divine image in man which he began in book x11. In so doing he 0
brings to a conclusion the analysis of this image which he had begu?
much carlier in book 1x. )
In book x11, then, he had introduced his discussion of the ‘inner ma':;i
or mind, by distinguishing its lower function of concern with temp© 1d
things from its higher function of contemplating cternal things. He tﬁ it
the story of these two functions of mind, or rather made the Bible ¥ is
for him, by an ingenious adaptation of the story of Adam and EVe: I:h c
the story, that is to say, of the fall of Everyman, of the seduction © s
noblest in him, the contemplative, God-attracted compass needi€ % .
mind by the deceitful, animal, serpentine lowest element in- }nm};us}’
sensuality, through the intermediary of the practical, inquisitives oy
feminine function of the mind. Thus the image in man, which Cartlhore 4
be realised in the highest reaches of mind, is overpowered and smo Z
and defaced by the not-image, those analogous trinities which in
x1 he had ascertained in the lower levels of human awareness-

382

https://doi.org/10.1017/50269359300001567 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0269359300001567

