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Mary McAleese filled St. Paul's when she spoke there on 1 December 1999. Before her election the President of the Irish Republic gave the 1997 John Main Seminar in which she makes a hopeful statement out of painful experience of the Irish divisions and a personal practice of meditation after the heart of Dom John Main.

Brian Keenan and Nelson Mandela are two figures underlined who found hope in their captivity and brought it forth to enrich the world.  For Keenan his isolation brought him face to face with himself and then with God.  He came to submit to Love and to perceive a paradox that his jailers were the jailed.  'These men existed in their own kind of prison, perhaps more confining than the one that held us'.  Mandela founds a new order in South Africa, still fragile, but built 'on the foundation of an embrace between oppressor and oppressed'.

Both men appear to have attained a ministry of reconciliation from meditation in forced captivity.  These are people who remind us that spirituality is a resource 'for those who are coming from hell', whilst very often religion is seen as a business 'for those who want to get to heaven'.  McAleese depicts the 'ruthless alliance of religion without spirituality and politics' in Northern Ireland, something 'so powerful that it can obliterate the very humanity and loveability of people of the 'other (side).  Together they can drown out the commandment to love.. dogmatic theology, dogmatically adhered to, can drown out the voice of revelation.. the arteries of grace become clogged up'.

Reconciliation, the flow of healing grace, the restoration of a trustful relationship between estranged parties, is impossible without listening.  'Each must have its say, must speak out its pain and must be listened to in respectful silence' or, more profoundly, 'make space for the other in the self and rearrange the self in the light of the other's presence' (Miroslav Wolf).  McAleese has much to say about both the healing of sectarian violence and women's rights.

The writer draws in particular on three hopeful Christian sources alongside John Main himself - The Abbe Tourville (1842-1903), Teilhard de Chardin (1881-1955) and Bede Griffiths (1906-1998).  'Be open to new ideas and be glad to put them into practice… God has scattered forerunners in the world' (De Tourville).  'Under the commonplace envelope of things and of all our purified and salvaged efforts, a new earth is being slowly engendered' (Teilhard),  'The meeting of Western religions with the religions of the East is really one of the focal points of human development today. I do not feel that religions can go on simply following their own paths separately. We have reached a point in evolution where we have to meet' (Bede Griffiths).

This is a practical book. It sees the commandment to love as like a challenge to parachute.  

It takes time and much practice before we lose our fears about the loss of control of our lives that loving involves.  The discipline involved is 'to plant love in hope and to be fully prepared to see no apparent results in others in our own lifetime.   Just as Christ, our friend and Master taught us by the example of his own life and death. God's timescale is not ours.'

The Revd. Dr. John F. Twisleton, Edmonton Area Missioner

