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'The good God has given the Church the job of keeping the spirit of childhood alive in the world, this ingenuousness, this freshness' says the priest in George Bernanos' Diary of a Country Priest.  John Saward has written a fine book to draw out the importance of spiritual childhood.  He draws on St. Therese of Lisieux and four men dubbed her 'spiritual brothers' - G.K.Chesterton, Charles Peguy, Georges Bernanos and Hans Urs von Balthasar. 

Therese and Chesterton are contemporaries, Peguy and Bernanos a little later.  All speak to the 'scepticism, pessimism and egoism' of the Nineties.  Saward is referring literally to the 1890's but the analysis is relevant to the decade just ending.

As in the book of Revelation 12:4 world history can be seen as a battle between Satan the 'Serpent' and his enemy 'the Seed of the Woman…the Divine Child and in Him every child' p3. Christianity is unique in the dignity and protection it gives to children and to 'the spirit of childhood'.

Christian heresies are attempts at 'grown-up' religion, writes Saward.  He quotes in contrast the orthodoxy of St. Therese 'expecting everything of the good God, just as a little child expects everything of his father' p29.  In another image of her Little Way of confidence and abandonment she confides 'I am the little Ball (the plaything) of the Child Jesus' p39.

It is in this confident abandonment of the child that Peguy sees the grounds of hope, quoting his Catechism: 'Hope is a supernatural virtue by which we confidently expect from God His grace in this life and eternal glory in the next' p79.  

Chesterton likewise sees supernatural hope as something that perfects the natural hopefulness of children lost through sin.  'The modern philosopher had told me again and again that I was in the right place, and I had still felt depressed even in acquiescence.  But I had heard that I was in the wrong place, and my soul sang for joy, like a bird in Spring.  The knowledge found out and illuminated forgotten chambers in the dark house of infancy.' 

Only in the light of Christ who is 'God-made-child', John Saward writes, can human beings fully understand their fallen status and obtain a recovery of their childhood in the Holy Spirit.  

The humility gained through spiritual childhood is the foundation of Christian life.  It is also the basis of humour in the saints.  As Chesterton writes: 'angels can fly because they can take themselves lightly' p130.  The same humility, that of child-like dependence towards God as Father, which uproots our natural selfishness is also essential for finding hope in a sceptical and pessimistic world.  

John Saward speaks of 'the Youthfulness of the Eternal Trinity'.  As Peguy observed, God may be 'Ancient of Days' but 'the divine eternity and vitality are best expressed by the imagery of youth' p66.  Our Lady, as one especially freed from the 'greying touch of sin', is to be seen as 'inextinguishably childlike', writes Saward, 'therefore closer to sinners than sinners can ever be to themselves' p118.

The sense of wonder, adventure and excitement in children is sometimes seen to be a hundred miles from the expectations of traditional Christianity.  In an important passage from Chesterton the business of entry into the Church is compared to a 'Dr Who' kind of adventure where spaciousness and liberty are found in what appears to be entry into the most confined of spaces.  '(When one) has entered the Church, he finds that the church is much larger inside than it is outside.  He has left behind him...the narrowness of Gothic doors; and he is under vast domes...' p140.

This is a book that does not hesitate to challenge the cynicism of our age.  It cites the destruction of unborn children through abortion and a rising contraceptive mentality that is losing the essential balance between the unitive and procreative aspects of sexuality.  The advent of the twenty first century brings with it a dearth of generosity and hope and a plethora of cynicism, egoism and pessimism.

In 'The Way of the Lamb' John Saward uses the consensus of his sources to paint Christianity as a hopeful way forward into a world brimming with humility and wonder, trust and expectancy, through the regeneration of humankind offered in Jesus Christ.  

