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SERIOUS SOUNDS





 







 





I have come across to Inisfallen, an island in Loch Leine, and I am sitting, not by original intention, in the small roofless Romanesque church. I am nagged by the thought that I should be outside, sitting under the trees at the edge of the water, looking at the mirrored mountains. It’s what I thought I’d do, but it turned out to be too dangerous. Out there today the universe is a shimmer of God within God and it would only take one small lap of water to dissolve it all back into God. And so, contrary to customary reason, I have come to church to escape from God. My hope is that, ruined though it is, it will do for me what the universe cannot do for me. My hope is that these four Christian walls will cut me off from God, save me from God.


Not surprisingly, seeking distraction, I think of a poem called ‘Church Going’ by Philip Larkin:






Once I am sure there’s nothing going on


I step inside, letting the door thud shut.


Another church: matting, seats and stone,


And little books; sprawlings of flowers, cut


For Sunday, brownish now; some brass and stuff


Up at the holy end; the small neat organ;


And a tense, musty, unignorable silence,


Brewed God knows how long. Hatless, I take off


My cycle-clips in awkward reverence,







Move forward, run my hand around the font.


From where I stand, the roof looks almost new –


Cleaned, or restored? Someone would know: I don’t.


Mounting the lectern, I peruse a few


Hectoring large-scale verses, and pronounce


‘Here endeth’ much more loudly than I’d meant.


The echoes snigger briefly. Back at the door


I sign the book, donate an Irish sixpence,


Reflect the place was not worth stopping for.







Yet stop I did: in fact I often do,


And always end much at a loss like this,


Wondering what to look for; wondering, too,


When churches fall completely out of use


What we shall turn them into, if we shall keep


A few cathedrals chronically on show,


Their parchment, plate and pyx in locked cases,


And let the rest rent-free to rain and sheep.


Shall we avoid them as unlucky places?







Or, after dark, will dubious women come


To make their children touch a particular stone;


Pick simples for a cancer, or on some


Advised night see walking a dead one?


Power of some sort or other will go on


In games, in riddles, seemingly at random;


But superstition, like belief, must die,


And what remains when disbelief has gone?


Grass, weedy pavement, brambles, buttress, sky,







A shape less recognizable each week,


A purpose more obscure. I wonder who


Will be the last, the very last, to seek


This place for what it was; one of the crew


That tap and jot and know what rood-lofts were?


Some ruin-bibber, randy for antique,


Or Christmas-addict, counting on a whiff


Of gown-and-bands and organ-pipes and myrrh?


Or will he be my representative,







Bored, uninformed, knowing the ghostly silt


Dispersed, yet tending to this cross of ground


Through suburb scrub because it held unspilt


So long and equably what since is found


Only in separation – marriage, and birth,


And death, and thoughts of these – for which was built


This special shell? For, though I’ve no idea


What this accoutred, frowsty barn is worth,


It pleases me to stand in silence here;







A serious house on serious earth it is,


In whose blent air all our compulsions meet,


Are recognized, and robed as destinies.


And that much never can be obsolete,


Since someone will forever be surprising


A hunger in himself to be more serious,


And gravitating with it to this ground,


Which, he once heard, was proper to grow wise in, 


If only that so many dead lie round.








A poet having pronounced them more boldly than he intended, the words




Here endeth





echoe, even snigger, around inside the decline and fall of Christianity.


How it would please Voltaire to hear them, he having made his attitude to Christianity conflagrationally clear in two commanding words:




Ecrasez l’infame.





And Nietzsche also, he having come to the belief that Christianity is the greatest calamity that has so far afflicted humanity.


It is indecent, he believed, to be a Christian.




*





Typically, a Christian undertakes a pilgrim’s progress back to God in and through five or six or, for some, seven sacraments.


Baptism is the initiating, I had almost said, the engulfing sacrament. Speaking of it, St Paul says:




Know ye not, that so many of us as were baptized into Jesus Christ were baptized into his death? Therefore we are buried with him by baptism into death; that like as Christ was raised up from the dead by the glory of the Father, even so we also should walk in newness of life.





A text that shocks us as only religious texts can.


Let us think of a few.


This from the Chandogya Upanishad:




Where nothing else is heard, nothing else is seen, where there is neither thought nor an object of thought, there is the Divine Plenitude.





This, the Buddha’s udana on the morning of his enlightenment:






Through many rounds from birth to death


Have I toiled, seeking but not finding


The builder of the house.







Housebuilder, I behold you now;


Again a house you will not build.


All your rafters are broken now,


Your ridgepole also is destroyed.


My mind, its elements dissolved,


The end of craving has attained.







This from the Tao Te Ching:







He who knows does not speak;


He who speaks does not know.








This, a demand made by his God upon Al Niffari, a Muslim mystic:




Between Me and thee is thy self-experience. Cast it from thee and I will veil thee from thyself.





This from Meister Eckhart, a Christian mystic:







Man’s last and highest parting is when for God’s sake he takes leave of God.





Let’s face it: dreadful though they be, these texts do not fully prepare us for the yet greater dreadfulness of St Paul’s text.


Let it declare itself, manifest itself, in practice: we subject an infant but three days old to sacramental death, or yet more alarmingly, we in some sense bury a child just born.


Already we can see why a seeker after salvation will say, no thanks, I’ll try next door, I’ll hear what Aztecs have to say, or what Hindus have to say, or what whoever comes along the road towards me has to say.


This, I presume, is what Jesus would say:




Verily, verily, I say unto you, except a corn of wheat fall into the ground and die, it abideth alone; but if it die, it bringeth forth much fruit.





To be baptized into Christ therefore is to be baptized not into deadly death but into death as a nativity into newness of life.


To be baptized into Christ is to be baptized into Chrysalis Christ, it is to be baptized into a principle of transformation, into a principle of metamorphosis, it is to be baptized into life disposed to further faring, into life disposed to further Christian faring.


To be baptized into Christ is to be baptized into a new genetics. The genetics of Parable and Passion. The genetics of our continuing Genesis.


That’s it. It is into our continuing Genesis that we are baptized and, sooner or later, somewhere along the sacramental road we have set out on, that will mean a dying to ourselves and to the world.


And so it is that a Christian can say, whatever my postal address might be at any one time, my real address, my genetic address, is my baptism. Meaning, among other things, that however long my life is that’s how long my baptism is.


There is another way of saying all this.


In its Latin version, chapter eighteen, verse one of St John’s Gospel reads:




et egressus est Jesus cum discipulis suis trans torrentem Cedron.





The torrent, the stream, that Jesus and His disciples cross is called the Cedron, more commonly the Kedron.


Here, as we will soon see, Jesus is crossing into His Passion.


Let us isolate the moment, let us picture it:




Jesus crossing the Torrent.





To cross the Torrent with Jesus is to cross into the vast adventure of our return to God.


Some there are who, with good reason, will cross it not just with Him but in sacramental assimilation to Him.


As we grow with it so does our baptism grow with us.


One thing is sure: there is no adventure so great as the adventure of crossing the Torrent with Jesus.


Before we set out to cross it, that is what we call it, the Torrent. Coming to it at the end, below, of Bright Angel Trail, we will very likely call it the Colorado, this its new name indicating how karmically deep within ourselves and within the world it actually runs.


Jesus crossing the Colorado is the next big event in the evolution of our planet since the origin of DNA.


Since it was microcosmically that Jesus crossed the Colorado, the new genetics isn’t exclusive to humanity, nor is it exclusive to living things now. We are talking about Genesis again, Genesis continuously, from the beginning.


What has happened microcosmically seeds what is happening macrocosmically.


Let us have another look at Him,




Jesus crossing the Torrent.





Among other things that it is, my baptism is an invitation to fall in with Him.


Let us listen to Sir Thomas Browne:




Therefore, I say every man hath a double Horoscope, one of his humanity, his birth; another of his Christianity, his baptism …





Assuming this to be so, let us think of our Christian night sky. Its fifteen constellations are the fifteen mysteries of the Rosary, and so, depending on their dispositions, I can on a particular night stand under and be illuminated by a constellation called the Annunciation, a constellation called the Agony in the Garden or a constellation called the Descent of the Holy Spirit.


Horoscopically, I can be born under a star called Jesus Crossing the Torrent.


There are many stars, all of them astrologically influential, in the Christian night sky. Think of a star called Jesus Preaching the Sermon on the Mount. Think of a star called Jesus Looking Down into His own Empty Skull.


What a destiny it would indicate: to be baptized under a star called Christ Baptized by John in Jordan:




And it came to pass in those days, that Jesus came from Nazareth in Galilee, and was baptized of John in Jordan. And straightway coming up out of the water, he saw the heavens opened, and the Spirit like a dove descending upon him: and there came a voice from heaven, saying, Thou art my beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased. And immediately the Spirit driveth him into the wilderness; and he was there in the wilderness forty days, tempted of Satan, and was with the wild beasts; and angels ministered unto him.





Central to the Roman Catholic rite of baptism as it is administered now is the Paschal Candle. Tall and grand and set on a grand standard, the Paschal Candle is at once shocking and imaginatively challenging in that, for all its ornate, anagrammed splendour, it has five nails driven into it. Mystically, they are or they represent Christ’s five wounds. It is therefore a wounded candle. It is wounded in its wax, wounded in its wick, wounded in its light. And yet when it burns, its flame a fine thing, it splendidly represents, or maybe it enacts, Christ’s victory over sin and death.


One of many superbly significant moments in the rite is when the child’s thus far ordinary candle is lighted from the Paschal Candle. Transferred to the child, it enables the child to inherit and participate in Christ’s victory. Passed on by the rite, Christ’s victory is now the child’s victory. And yet one more wonder: the Paschal Candle that stands by her cradle will stand by her coffin, and so it is that the wounded light that went before her guiding her through time will now go before her guiding her in eternity.


And that isn’t all: a deeper and a richer understanding of what Jesus undertook to do and did on the far side of the Torrent must lead to a correspondingly deeper and richer awareness of so much else that we are heirs to in baptism.


Victory over sin and death, resurrection and ascension are but the initial struggles and gulpings of the Paschal Candle before it settles into a steady flame by whose light, alight or quenched, we will walk the path pioneered by Christ.




*





Continuing along the Christian road, we come to a sacrament called Confession.


Here I will talk from experience.


I was living as a lay man with the Discalced Carmelites in Chilswell Priory on Boar’s Hill overlooking Oxford. Early on in my stay there I went to confession to Fr Norbert in his cell four doors down from mine.
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