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To Bronwen Astor, my first interviewee, never one afraid to talk about her faith and to encourage others to do the same










Introduction


A few years ago I joined a book club, some local and not-so-local friends who gather each month around a dinner table to discuss a mutually agreed text. Nothing remarkable in that. Everyone of a certain age seems to be doing it nowadays. But this one had its own particular spin. The books we read were to be ‘spiritual’.


That is a word that has as many meanings as it has users and certainly, at times, depending on the mood in the group, it has stretched to embrace apparently godless literary classics and, at others, pious doctrinal titles. But the specific choices are not important. What every gathering has in common, we have all realised and eventually articulated, is that our book club is a space to savour, somewhere we can talk unguardedly about faith as nowhere else in these secular, sceptical times: how we work with, and sometimes against, whatever beliefs we were given in childhood or have taken on in adulthood; how we live with the consequences of the choices we have made, and are still making, in the light of those beliefs; and what impact our beliefs have had on our families, our careers, and who we are and hope to become. Usually we end up agreeing what a mix-and-muddle it all seems to be most days. Our conversation is as much about framing the questions as ever reaching answers, but these discussions support and sustain us in the rest of our lives.


The reason why going to a book club is so enjoyable is also the reason behind this book. It is because elsewhere in our society conversations about faith today tend to be uncomfortable, even confrontational, and thus instinctively avoided. Religion, in general, is variously regarded as: the cause of all conflict in the world; hopelessly corrupt; a regressive, paternalist, anti-women, anti-gay force; or a form of mental illness. These prejudices have come to exert what can at times feel like a stranglehold on debate – though some of the damage, it must be acknowledged, is self-inflicted, because of the words and actions of other people of faith, or faith institutions (for example, my own Catholic Church’s repeated failure to face up to the real human toll caused by the scandal of clerical abuse).


There are, of course, robust counter-arguments to the silence-inducing list of charges laid against religion, as well as contexts, realities and complexities that lie behind the stereotypes and distortions, a whole other narrative for those with ears to hear where faith does enrich, animate and have a value for individuals, however tentatively, and more broadly for society. But too often the easier course, when faced with a litany of accusations about the woes of religion, is to change the subject.


It used to be religion and politics that were best avoided in polite conversation. Now everything is regarded as political, so politics is out-and-proud in almost every conversation, but faith, by contrast, is ever-more exiled from the public square and regarded as, at best, a private eccentricity. Witness how the BBC – a publicly funded body with a public service remit in a country where almost half of the population reports having a faith allegiance – has marginalised religion from the schedules and closed the TV arm of its now beleaguered in-house religion and ethics department. If it was any other subject with a fraction of that potential audience, there would be an outcry, but whether through cowardice, weariness or faint hearts, the religiously inclined, even when working within the upper echelons of the corporation, have just accepted this new orthodoxy.


It is all part of a gradual shift that has been taking place during my almost thirty-five-year involvement with the church press. My first job, on leaving university, was at the Tablet, the international Catholic weekly. It happened by accident. I dimly wanted to be a journalist and had spotted an advertisement in 1983 for an editorial assistant there. Potentially a good ‘in’, I figured, to what was then routinely called Fleet Street.


‘Must have been to a Catholic school,’ read the small print, ‘knowledge of Italian an advantage’. I had hardly been any sort of attender at the university chaplaincy, but I was, for better or worse, a product of the Christian Brothers at Saint Anselm’s College, Birkenhead, so I ticked the first box. And, as I explained in my interview, my older brother had lived and worked in Rome for many years. Having spent my sixth form and student long vacations there, I was, I boasted, pretty fluent in Italian.


It wasn’t an outright lie. I thought I was, but what I should have added was, ‘in beach, bar and street Italian’ – sufficient, that is, to have an everyday conversation. I landed the job and was presented on my first day, as the newly recruited in-house, Italian speaker, with the daily copy of L’Osservatore Romano, the Vatican’s official newspaper, produced in Italian. They were expecting me to translate the best stories it contained. Mine was, I quickly realised as I began on long paragraphs of obscure church-ese that I would have struggled to comprehend in English, the wrong sort of Italian. No wonder I only lasted there for nine months, before I switched to the rival Catholic Herald.


Perhaps it was to distract from the frailty of my foreign language skills, or the shortage of daily ‘church news’ that was not in Italian, but I developed a taste at the Herald for interviewing, despite it being regarded back then as a fairly low art, especially when it came to a self-consciously ‘serious’ subject such as religion. My reluctant editors may have had in mind the remark of the Nobel-prize-winner V.S. Naipaul that he declined interview requests because ‘people lose part of themselves’ in the exchange.


I can’t speak for my subjects, but I have always found the opposite. Talking to people of faith has reinvigorated my own beliefs. Having stumbled by accident into the church press, in those early days I often used to wonder about myself, ‘publicly Catholic, but privately what?’ While the papal pronouncements and bishops’ guidance I was reporting spoke of ideals of behaviour rather than the messy reality of lives, I discovered in conducting interviews that there was a chance to hear and learn how others manage their doubts, the compromises they have made, where their faith came from, whether it was (as it is often described) a ‘gift’, and how it could be lost or reclaimed or held at arm’s length.


It drew me in so much more than the public battles over doctrine and dogma. The Church, after all, is the people of God, in that resonant phrase of Catholicism’s reforming Second Vatican Council of the 1960s: not a set of rules and prescribed approaches, with a clerical caste to police them, but a living, breathing, mix-and-muddle.


The first interview assignment I undertook for the Catholic Herald (which I later went on to edit for four years until 1992) was with the ex-supermodel, chatelaine of Cliveden and now Christian psychoanalyst Bronwen Astor. That conversation, included in the pages that follow, not only began a relationship which later saw me write her biography, but also set the ground rules for what is collected in these pages. Just as my book club is a space where we can talk openly and often unguardedly about the overlap between faith and life and careers, so the interviews that I have conducted over the years, first for the church press, later for the nationals, and now for a mixture of both, have afforded me opportunities to explore what believing really means.


By collecting some of them together, I am not, I should stress, staking a claim to be a ‘demon’ interviewer, à la Lynn Barber, a peerless enquirer who can sniff out hypocrisy at ten paces, and winkle out the truth behind the public faces of the well-known. Those searching in an interview for the thrill of the chase, and then a sharp final judgement, should look elsewhere. Instead this book will, I hope, show what a dizzying variety of subjects can be covered when two people get together to talk about their faith. If the accounts resonate with readers going through similar experiences or dilemmas, then I have succeeded. What is collected here tells of a series of individual conversations, over many years, but collectively is a small part of a bigger but too-little-heard faith conversation.


I have made my selection from many more in my cuttings’ files (yes, I do keep them, and, yes, it does show my age) by a few simple criteria. Not everyone has to be famous, then or now. Many aren’t, but they must have something noteworthy to say about the challenge of living out faith. I have tried to avoid too much overlap, but inevitably some issues return again and again, especially where contested religious teachings around sexuality, gender and relationships clash with how people are made by God.


Because my own starting point is Catholic – and I have continued to write for the Catholic Herald occasionally and for the Tablet regularly since, in 1992, I slipped the painter of a desk job at the church press in favour of stints contributing a variety of features for the Guardian, the Independent and now the Telegraph – a disproportionate number of my subjects have been Catholic. But I have also included a healthy balancing and broadening contingent of Anglicans, Evangelicals and Jews, roughly a quarter of the book, as well as those free spirits for whom formal institutional attachment or labels is anathema, but who are nonetheless powerfully drawn to faith. And to complete that – hopefully – round-ish picture (and unlike the hierarchies of all religions), there are slightly more women than men, plus a selection of voices from beyond the UK to remind us that how we as a society now treat religion is not the only way.


In technical terms, the texts here are as originally printed, but in a tiny number of cases I have restored small cuts from my submitted copy that had been made to fit the column inches available. It took me some time to get into my stride as an interviewer, so in the earliest examples included I have also occasionally undertaken the odd minor edit to make the sense clearer, but not to change it. And, because of the timespan, I have added to each entry a brief note to bring the story up to date. Where it felt appropriate when I read through the text, I have also shared the memory that came back to me of these long-ago meetings.










Chapter One


The Vow-Takers


. . . those for whom faith means a life-changing promise










Sara Maitland


THE TABLET, 12 December 2008


 


Interviewing an avowed hermit should be impossible, but Sara Maitland continues to make a success of her vocation to live in silence by being pragmatic.


 


The hermit tradition does not, by its very nature, tend to lend itself to publicity. Hermits don’t give interviews, or welcome the limelight, so their counter-cultural choices go unreported and unremarked upon in the public arena of an increasingly homogeneous society. Or at least they usually do. So its sheer novelty is undoubtedly one thing that makes Sara Maitland’s A Book of Silence so immediately alluring.


But this isn’t a work of fiction about hermits from the award-winning author of that still-celebrated 1970’s feminist novel, Daughter of Jerusalem. Or a typically clear-sighted investigation into the experience of those who, for religious and other reasons, have chosen to embrace silence and solitude. Instead, this is a memoir. Maitland, fifty-eight, is living what she writes about, in a remote shepherd’s cottage in the glens of Galloway, but she is also willing to break her silence to talk about it.


Over the past decade, she has progressively withdrawn from what was once a lively and noisy professional and private life. Her novels, short stories, plays and writings on religion – she became a Christian in 1972, when she married an Anglican vicar, and a Catholic in 1990 – had made her a feature on the national landscape, giving talks, appearing on radio and television and as a columnist in newspapers, always outspoken, always engaging and hard to ignore with her trademark long, loose, unpampered hair and loud and throaty voice. The East End of London vicarage where she and her husband brought up their two children was a hub of the Anglo-Catholic wing of the Church of England.


However, with the approach of the Millennium, Maitland felt her life changing. Her marriage ‘disintegrated’. Her children grew up. And she began to doubt her vocation as a writer. It precipitated first a move to the Northamptonshire countryside, and then, by degrees, to a life of silence. She now prays for three hours a day, spends 80 per cent of her time in silence, and for two – and sometimes three – days a week, cuts off all contact with the outside world.


There is therefore, she is the first to admit, a profound contradiction in her even agreeing to talk to a journalist. ‘I have come to the conclusion,’ she says, ‘that the maximum silence I can get is by giving it up, for a brief period, to talk about this book in public. It’s complicated. If I say no to doing any publicity at all, then my publishers probably won’t look at another proposal from me. But if I do some, and it does well, they may say yes to that proposal, and then I won’t have to talk to anyone for years until the next book comes out.’


In this spirit of accommodation, she has made another concession. On a rare visit southwards, to see her son, she has agreed to meet me in Chester, where we find a quiet corner to talk in the cloister of the city’s ancient cathedral. Does all this pragmatism make her a half-hearted hermit?


‘Silence is a challenge,’ she concedes, ‘and you find yourself constantly asking, “What am I going to do about this?” So when the man turns up on your doorstep to read your electricity meter, do you ignore him? Or let him in but remain silent? In a small, isolated community, that would just be taken as rude.’


She has learnt the importance of compromise. In the thinly populated peat and granite hills of Glenwhilly, compromise takes on an entirely different dimension from its use in towns or even the gentler English countryside, but her neighbours, she reports, are slowly learning to respect her solitude.


Her book is a memoir, but also a historical exploration of others down the ages who, for religious reasons and not, have embraced silence. These characters accompany her on her own pilgrimage into solitude, and they offer her hope in the practical fudges they had to make. ‘One of the things I find very comforting, for instance, are the Sayings of the Desert Fathers. They wrote down nothing, but these are what they said to others who then recorded it. So we have Saint Arsenius, who is my favourite, and who goes to visit these monks. They pitch their camp or hermitage just beside a reed bed and he tells them, “You can’t do this. Reed beds rustle and they break the silence.” But when he says this, he isn’t in his own hermitage, and he’s talking to them. So he’s breaking his silence too. He’s compromising.’


Other examples amuse as much as comfort her. ‘In Thomas Merton’s Seven Storey Mountain, he writes about how wonderful is silence and the rhythm of the silent day, but then he goes on to say that in the afternoon he’s helping the abbot with a translation. It’s all a compromise.’


The one that makes her laugh most, though, concerns the Camaldolese monks, a Tuscan hermit order. ‘They live together and have practically no community life, getting together only twice a year for a chapter meeting. They all live in these dear little houses with dear little gardens, but the novices feed them. There are only a certain number of cells in each community, so when someone dies the monks vote which novice gets the vacant cell. So you have to be a really good servant, possibly for the whole of your life.’


Maitland is, she says, being her own servant, and so does the food shopping herself – another compromise that breaks silence – but she has no TV, no radio, no mobile phone and even tried for a while to do without a clock.


There is a more subtle challenge to silence, she reports, in being surrounded by words – in the books she reads and in what she writes. They may not be spoken, but they still in one sense disturb the silence. ‘I have no money,’ she says bluntly, ‘except for what I can earn, so I have to work.’ She teaches creative writing long distance via email – ‘though it is a form of breaking silence, it is done by computer and so confined, and doesn’t lead to late-night drunken sessions’ – and does some manuscript evaluation for publishers. And undertakes her own writing, though it is now a decade since she last produced a novel.


If her search for silence and solitude was a way of seeking confidence and belief in her own fiction, it has so far conspicuously failed. ‘Too much attention to kenotic, self-emptying prayer, to decreation, breaks down the boundaries of the self’, is the way she explains in A Book of Silence her failure to write more novels. ‘Weakened boundaries prevent the creation of strong narrative. And vice versa.’


She finds inspiration in Thomas Merton and Hildegard of Bingen, the twelfth-century German nun and polymath, both of whom she feels squared this circle of narrative and silence, though Maitland herself still hasn’t managed it.


It takes courage to make the choices that she has over the past decade at an age when others of her generation are often resting on their laurels, or settling back into the pattern they have already established. But then Maitland has never been afraid of changing direction. In the late 1960s, she rebelled against her well-heeled background and discovered radical feminism. She was prominent in its ranks in Britain when she shocked her colleagues, both by marrying a vicar and by joining the Church of England.


‘For me the biggest difficulty as a feminist was becoming anything at all,’ she recalls. ‘The feminism that I was engaged in then could just about tolerate my decision, or just about couldn’t. I lost a lot of friends, but it also secured a lot of friendships. At that point there was no Christian feminist movement.’


Equally traumatic was her decision in 1990 to become a Catholic, especially since her husband remained in the Church of England. ‘It turns out retrospectively that I didn’t do it for the reasons I thought I was doing it back then,’ she admits. ‘For me at the time it was about universality. I had a real theological problem with a Church whose boundaries followed those of a nation-state. And I still do, but now I recognise that my real reason for leaving was that Anglo-Catholicism had ceased to be fun. In the Seventies it was the most fun thing, with extreme and very passionate people exchanging ideas in an environment that was very relaxed around homosexuality, very verbal, very committed to working in the neediest of parishes, and still trying to find a negotiating position with the post-Conciliar Roman Catholic Church.’


That, however, changed. Anglo-Catholicism, as she sees it, ‘turned out to be so woman-hating that stopping women becoming priests became more important than the Holy Trinity’. When she left, though, there was, she remembers, ‘a kind of heart-breakingness about it’.


How does she, as a feminist, regard the Vatican’s teaching on the place of women? ‘Catholicism isn’t nice to women, but at least it is clear that it isn’t nice to women. The recent General Synod debate about whether to let women priests be bishops wasn’t nice to women. It was brutal. And to be that brutal, the Anglicans had to do something the Catholic Church has never done: separate the priesthood from the episcopacy.’


At the time of her conversion, Maitland was attacked in public by fellow feminists for questioning whether the Church of England had the authority to ordain women. Is that still her position? ‘I’m still troubled over the authority question, but less so. I feel it has become a practical problem that should not override the obvious and natural right of women to be ordained.’ In other words, it is an issue where compromise and pragmatism need to apply, just as they do to life in her hermitage.


What, I can’t help wondering, does she miss most now she is a hermit? ‘If someone had asked me ten years ago what I would miss by living alone in silence, I would have said physical intimacy with another person – and by that I don’t just mean sex. But all I can say is that, funnily enough, I don’t.’ So what has been hardest? ‘Probably giving up the radio.’










Sister Anne de Clerque-Wissocq de Sousberghe


CATHOLIC HERALD, 2 August 2013


 


It was a friend of a friend who tipped me off in 2013 about Sister Anne – that one of the leading lights of the post-Vatican II reform movement in Britain was still very much alive and, at 108, had a strong claim on the title of the world’s oldest nun. After my account of our meeting was published, she went on to clock up three more birthdays before her death in February 2016.


 


The Guinness Book of Records isn’t much use in this particular instance. It lists only the oldest surviving nun ever – Sister Anne Samson of Canada who died in 2004 at the age of 113. Two months ago, when Spanish Cistercian Sister Teresita Barajuen passed away, aged 105, she was hailed as the world’s longest-lived enclosed sister. And she was followed to her eternal reward shortly afterwards by Sister Madeleine Lawrence, an Australian Sister of Mercy, at 110.


All of which potentially (but not conclusively) means that British-based Sister Anne de Clerque-Wissocq de Sousberghe – known simply as Sister Romain for half of her long life as a member of the Society of the Helpers of the Holy Souls – is, at 108, now the world’s oldest nun. ‘So I am the senior sister?’ she asks with a girlish giggle when I tell her. Her big blue eyes, undimmed by the years, open wider still. She’s quite taken by the thought – as you would be.


Though she carried on working late into her eighties, and was a student at Kingsway Art College when ninety-four, for the past few years Sister Anne has been living in a Catholic retirement home in north-west London. Her walking is good, but slow. Her hearing is fine, too, but her greatest trial – ‘my penance,’ she describes it – is that her eyesight is no longer good enough for her to read. ‘How I miss it,’ she laments.


But Sister Anne is not one to dwell on regrets and infirmity. When I ask her (inevitably) for the secret of a long life, she replies without even a beat: ‘optimism’. And she continues to look forward and tells me of her excitement, for example, about the advent of Pope Francis. She likes what she has heard about him, she says. He is a Jesuit, she notes, and her beloved brother and only sibling – who lived to 102 – was a Jesuit too.


In this warm-hearted and calm nursing home, where residents include a significant number of retired priests and nuns, and the atmosphere has a gentle spiritual charge, Sister Anne spends much of her time with two other members of her order who live there. Sister Marian (‘make sure you spell it in the English way’) Limbrick, a mere stripling at ninety, is with us today. ‘We are a community,’ Sister Anne says, nodding at Sister Marian. ‘We talk to each other. Community is a very important structure. It’s creative. Society forgets that too often now when we talk always of the individual.’


This community is enlarged today by the presence of Sister Elaine Kelly, at seventy-three one of the youngest members of the province, and a regular visitor. Sitting with these three wise women affords a rare opportunity to hear about our Church’s recent history at first hand. ‘I think women are often closer to the people,’ Sister Anne confides.


She was born in Brussels in 1904 into a devout, well-to-do family. ‘My brother, Leon, and I grew up in a very cultured atmosphere,’ she recalls. ‘My parents surrounded themselves with artists, lecturers and intellectuals.’ As she speaks, there is a black and white picture of her mother behind her on a shelf.


As a young girl, she can remember the First World War, the invasion of her country by the Germans, and escaping, first to a school in La Rochelle in France, and later to Jersey. Her father meanwhile went to what was still then the Belgian Congo.


When did she hear the call to religious life? ‘I hated the idea,’ she replies. Despite her great age, Sister Anne is not one to offer a rose-tinted view when looking back over her many decades. ‘I had a life before, you see, and a lovely boyfriend.’


First she went to art college and studied sculpture. Later, she will point out a Picasso print on her wall above her bed. ‘That is from his “Blue Period”,’ she explains, still the teacher. ‘I like the way it expresses how we have to wait for answers.’


That early love of art has never deserted her. On the table in front of us is a vase she made – two complementary rounded sections, joined into one, in contrasting colours. ‘It looks different from every angle,’ she says. And Sister Marian recalls how, when the order had its main London base at Holyrood House on Gloucester Avenue, between Regent’s Park and the busy Irish parish of Our Lady of Hal in Camden where they served, Sister Anne got out her paintbrushes to transform the blank brick wall that faced onto their basement kitchen into a bright, inspiring Picasso-inspired mural of a child and a dove.


But we are skipping ahead. ‘As a young woman,’ Sister Anne remembers, ‘I was always interested in advanced ideas, but I knew that God was waiting for me. I felt drawn to my order because of its missionary work and because it, too, was very open to new ideas. I was part of a group of students who gathered to study new ways for the Church to work in different countries around the world.’


At twenty-five, she finally decided that God could be put off no longer. She joined the Society of the Helpers of the Holy Souls, founded in France in 1856 by Blessed Eugénie Smet. Its members dedicated themselves to the poor but, in advance of the times, their approach was to go out to where those in need lived, and help them in whatever way was required, rather than wait for them to turn up at a school, hospital or convent. So Sister Marian, for example, spent some time as a health visitor.


Sister Anne’s most significant work, though, was in catechetics – with children, parents, teachers, sisters, seminarians and priests. She trained at Louvain University in her native Belgium and, in 1965, published a best-selling book on the subject, Tell My People, celebrated in its time for the radical approach it advocated, deeply imbued with the spirit of the Second Vatican Council. ‘I wasn’t radical,’ Sister Anne corrects me with a chuckle, ‘I was revolutionary. I changed the way religion was taught.’


Sister Elaine recalls recently meeting Dom Christopher Jamison, former Abbot of Worth, broadcaster and now director of the National Office for Vocation. ‘When I mentioned Sister Romain’s name, he just lit up. “The monks in Worth will never forget her,” he told me. “She organised a liturgy in our abbey church and she had people going outside to pick daffodils and then dancing around the pews.” ’


Sister Anne/Romain’s expertise in transforming liturgy and catechetics was much sought after by seminaries, parishes, schools and at the Grail, a community of dedicated lay Catholic women. ‘Oh, yes, I went there,’ says Sister Anne, ‘but I’m afraid I can’t remember what I did there.’


The ravages of old age, perhaps, but also a consequence of her having so many memories to rummage among in her head. What is so curious talking to Sister Anne is the realisation that, while down in London in her heyday she was promoting a new, more open method to teaching young people and adults about the faith, up in Liverpool at exactly the same time I was labouring away in my Christian Brothers’ school through the learning-by-rote format of the Penny Catechism.


‘I didn’t like those questions and answers,’ she confides when I share the thought. Neither did I.


‘You have to get children first to think about what they are feeling,’ she counsels. ‘Putting that into words that they learn is the last thing you do. In my book, Tell My People, it had to be about what was inside people, not what was on the outside. Children believe in the invisible. In adults that belief in the invisible has been killed off.’


So how was her ‘revolutionary’ message received, even in the heady days after the Council? ‘God wants a Church,’ she replies simply, ‘so he picks someone, puts them there, and tells them to get on with it. That is what I did.’


She appears to be saying that she was not someone to be deflected. Some of her closest collaborators were the leading lights of liberal British Catholicism in the immediate post-Vatican Council days: men such as Fathers Charles Davis and Hubert Richards, both of whom were later to leave the priesthood. And she was part too of that radical, but doomed, experiment of Corpus Christi, a National Catechetical Centre, set up by Cardinal Heenan in 1965 under Richards’ leadership, but later closed because it was judged to have gone ‘too far’.


Sister Anne, though, stayed true to the new approach, but she was always careful, she points out, to work in harmony with the hierarchy. She was at one stage a member of the Bishops’ Conference Social Welfare Commission. ‘I wouldn’t call myself a teacher,’ she corrects me, ‘because I don’t like the idea of imposing anything on anyone. That’s why I always tried to start with the parents. I made the parents listen to their children. Once I put a beautiful picture in front of the children. Then I made them come in, in silence, sit down, keep silence, and just look. I wanted them to understand the difference between seeing and looking. One is simply to note that the picture is there, the other is to try and understand how that picture touches you. Children are much better at the second. I remember once, after doing this with some children, one of them came back to me several days later with a picture of an apple. “I’ve been looking at this apple,” she said to me, “and I have seen so many things.” There’s an exterior and an interior. For faith, you have to get to the interior.’


Her passion for her subject still burns bright in her face, animated and lively. And she remains eager, despite her great age and the limitations her body now places on her, to impart her knowledge and the accumulated experience of her many years. ‘Will you write about this?’ she asks me at the end of our time together. ‘That way I might still have an apostolate.’


How could I refuse?










Abbot Christopher Jamison


INDEPENDENT ON SUNDAY, 4 April 2010


 


It was television that made Christopher Jamison everyone’s favourite monk. After conquering that medium, so often unfriendly to religion, he took on two more big challenges following this Easter interview – trying to recruit more priests and religious as director of the National Office for Vocation, and then, in 2017, becoming Abbot President of the English Benedictine Congregation.


 


Abbot Christopher Jamison’s knack for revealing a more enticing side of religion in general, and of his own Catholic Church in particular, is well known. The head of the Benedictine community at Worth in Sussex made a strong impression on the national consciousness as the sympathetic cleric in the reality TV series The Monastery, where he welcomed five members of the public into his abbey. Next month he is back on our screens with a three-parter for BBC Two exploring silence and ‘the contemplative urge’.


But even he is struggling today when discussing the recent revelations about the activities of paedophile priests in his Church, and the cover-up of their crimes that, it is alleged, reached as high as the Pope himself. ‘Terrible mistakes have been made,’ he says, his voice full of regret, ‘and we are paying a high price. The abuse of children is one of the most terrible sins and crimes, but it is part of what human beings do to each other. The Church should have been part of the solution but it became part of the problem. Those who dislike the Church have been given a great deal of ammunition.’


He pauses, then adds, ‘But I hope those who don’t dislike it may want to take a broader view.’


We are sitting on a sunny Maundy Thursday in twin armchairs in the window of his office as he attempts to articulate that broader view. ‘I worked for twenty-five years as a teacher before I was an abbot. When the 1989 Children’s Act came in, like everyone else in the profession, I had to learn new approaches to children making allegations: that you had to believe the allegation until it was proved to the contrary. Now, as a shift for teachers, that was incredible. I sat in meetings with very good teachers from all sorts of schools who were pretty upset by this, but they have made the shift. In the process some very unpleasant things came out into the open. The whole Catholic Church is now going through the same thing, and it is just as traumatic.’


He is suggesting an equivalence as potential abusers between priests and teachers and social workers or any other group involved with children, but some American studies have suggested that there is a higher percentage of miscreants in the ranks of the Catholic priesthood than in other professions. ‘It could be that we have a bigger problem,’ he concedes, ‘but that hasn’t been proved. If you take the British statistics over the past fifty years, 0.4 per cent of Catholic clergy have been accused of abusing children.’


He repeats the figure for emphasis. ‘There are signs that that percentage is higher in other Catholic countries, so it could be, therefore, that you start to ask if it is something to do with the local culture, not the Catholic Church. We simply haven’t done the statistical analysis properly yet, but what we can say objectively is that here it is a very low percentage.’


What, though, does he make of the role of Pope Benedict in the whole scandal? There have been calls for the eighty-two-year-old pontiff to resign after it was alleged he was involved, while still Archbishop of Munich, in allowing a known abuser to return to parish life and prey on more children. He is also accused, when he was the most senior Vatican official in John Paul II’s papacy in 1996, of failing to answer a plea from an American archbishop to defrock a priest who had targeted 200 deaf boys in his care.


The Vatican’s response to the spotlight being turned on Benedict’s own role has been for the papal spokesman to bemoan an ‘ignoble’ anti-Catholic media crusade. Does Father Christopher (as he is known to friends and pupils) agree with that judgement?


‘Father Lombardi [the papal spokesman] was besieged at the time he said that,’ he offers in mitigation, ‘and he was finding it very difficult to respond, but I do not think there is any conspiracy against the Church. Equally,’ the fifty-eight-year-old continues more controversially, ‘there is no conspiracy to create a cover-up in the Church. There are one billion people in the Catholic Church worldwide and they move at different speeds, and perhaps it has been true that the Vatican itself has been slower to understand the nature of the problem than, say, the bishops in this country, but faster than others.’


It sounds at first hearing like a coded criticism of the Pope, but he then clarifies. ‘I would argue that it has been the Pope – the then Cardinal Ratzinger, after he was put in charge of these allegations by Pope John Paul II in 2001 – who has insisted that Vatican authorities must be told and involved in every case of abuse which until then had been dealt with locally, and who has therefore moved the Church’s handling of this forward.’


Why then did Benedict, when a cardinal, order that all investigations be cloaked in secrecy? ‘Because he wanted to make sure that it was dealt with properly. Any institution that employs people would want investigations into allegations of sexual abuse or harassment against them to be conducted confidentially – and if you use the word confidentially, it gives it the right tone. What he did not say, however, was that you can’t tell the authorities.’


The new round of allegations of abuse in Germany, Austria and Belgium, coming on top of the Pope’s recent heartfelt letter of apology to the people of Ireland over the handling of the paedophile scandal there, plus a long line of reports of similar betrayal of trust by priests in Canada, America, Australia and Britain stretching back two decades, has caused some to conclude that Catholicism is fatally wounded and only a new Reformation will restore its good name. And not all the critics have been those with an existing dislike of the Church. Many Catholics going to Easter Sunday Mass are bemused and ashamed by revelations of what has gone on behind closed doors in their Church.


‘The Pope is now on a journey,’ reflects Father Christopher, ‘and we the Church are now on a journey to understand the real nature of the problem and how truly to become part of the solution to that. The Church in England and Wales began that journey over ten years ago and has come a long way, so that now children in this country are very well protected by the procedures introduced by the Church.’ Independent inspectors have confirmed this verdict on new arrangements put in place by the English and Welsh Catholic bishops.


It only takes a short time in the abbot’s company to understand why many in the English Catholic Church regard him as one of their most effective spokesmen, able to admit past faults, put the case for the defence, and point a way forward in a manner that doesn’t alienate listeners in the same way as talk of anti-Catholic conspiracies. His name was mooted last year when there was a vacancy for the leadership of the Catholic Church in England and Wales, but this Australian-born monk makes it plain he enjoys the independence that being part of a religious order and running an abbey gives him. ‘The monastic tradition has a privileged place in Catholicism,’ he says.


Part of that privilege has been the freedom to explore in his TV work, the retreats he gives, and the books he has written, the positive and life-enhancing aspects of faith. ‘My key insight in the new TV series,’ he reveals, ‘is that everyone has a contemplative urge that is being suppressed by contemporary culture. We show that the Catholic tradition, along with other great religious traditions, is the guardian of this contemplative space. When people enter this contemplative space, beautiful and remarkable things happen in their lives.’


Will people listen to that message, though, when they are currently also hearing so much that is negative about the Church and its conduct? The long shadow of the abuse scandal is already touching the Pope’s planned September visit to Britain. Some secular groups have been arguing this week that the latest revelations are sufficient excuse for the government to withdraw the invitation. ‘I believe that once Pope Benedict is here,’ says Jamison, ‘the real issues that the Church and Britain need to address together will come to the fore.’


These ‘real issues’ he describes as the Church’s ‘significant contribution to the common good in Britain’. He quotes the example of the Cardinal Hume Centre in London, a refuge for the young homeless, where he and one of his fellow monks do voluntary work. Half of its costs are met by the local council, half by the Church. Without the Church’s half, he points out, many who need help wouldn’t get it.
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