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THE EMBRACING PRAYER

A LAYMAN

Aarticle on 'The Divine Office as a Method of Prayer' in
THE LIFE OF THE SPIRIT, August 1951, by Dom Bede
Griffiths, impressed me as having much to say that is oi

use to all Christians both lay and religious, especially in these
times when a slow but deep-seated revolution in spirituality ®
taking place. Perhaps, however, the most significant sentence 01
all comes in the opening paragraph. After telling the story of the
young priest who studied the psalms so carefully that to him they
ceased to be prayers at all, the writer says:

'This is perhaps an extreme example, but it illustrates a fact oi
great importance, namely, that prayer is not necessarily aI1

exercise of discursive thought, and the study of a certain kin"
can be an obstacle rather than an assistance to prayer.'
This is interesting indeed, because the objection immediately

made to any suggestion that the laity might be encouraged to use

the Divine Office as a private prayer in English has been the

obscurity of the psalms and the difficulty of expounding themt0

the uninstructed. So, as a general rule, the people are cut off frolD

and completely ignorant of what St Ambrose called 'a blessing
for the people . . . the praise of God, the tribute of the nation, tbe

common language of all . . . the voice of the Church', of &e

prayers which, the Holy Father says in Mediator Dei, 'encompaS

the full round of the day and sanctify it'. I venture, therefore, *°
offer as a footnote to this article the experience of one insignia'
cant layman in a search for prayer and the discovery of it in &
Divine Office.

The first introduction to the psalms—or rather the first vî y
of them in their proper perspective—came through the missal
always seems logical to begin a book at the beginning, and at wa

beginning of every missal is the 'Preparation for Mass', vn^c

consists first and foremost of psalms, some of the most beautify *\
the psalter. 'How lovely are thy tabernacles, O Lord of hosts! W
soul longeth and fainteth for the courts of the Lord.' Is there a»y
better introduction to the Mass than-Psalm 83? Does it realty
need a lot of expounding and explanation before it can enter tl
mind as a prayer >



THE EMBRACING PRAYER 129

o they go on. 'Convert us, O God our Saviour; and turn away
" anger from us' (84); For thou, O Lord, art sweet and mild:

plenteous in mercy unto all that call upon Thee' (85). Then,
" flash of light in the following psalm, 115, we come upon,

t t shall I render to the Lord for all the things he has rendered
L ^e,? * wiU take the chalice of salvation; and I will call upon the
th \ niind leaps forward to the very heart and climax of
w- ^ ass when the priest prepares to receive the Precious Blood

those very words, first inspired centuries before the Mass
1. lnstltuted. More than anything does that declare the extra-

w - i n a r y and prophetic manner in which the psalms are linked up
Pa " s t i a n prayer and worship. The Mass indeed in all its
lea/' V a"able a nd non-variable, is built up on the psalms; they
Ch U^ tO ^ directly and precisely out of the long past of the
the SfU ^•ace'»'an<i in the liturgical order of the Christian day
in tli Iarr!e e Mass, as it were, in a crescendo of preparation and

^j ^ ie t aftermath of the evening hours.
at a nCXt SteP' quite by chance, is Compline, learnt and sung
firstSUmmer Scllool of the Society of St Gregory. Here for the
Off ***? 1S a glimpse of the shape and content of the Divine
ig^ e" v- d° not think anybody should be surprised at this
\n t j ^ r a i a c e ; I have since found it in almost every Catholic I know.)
°f th if6116-' lnelO(hous cadences and steady business-like rhythm
Ol"th T Y ^ *S exPerienced almost exactly that particular influence
Or"his- 'Tk116 l c e described by Father Bede in that same article
Or in \ • r e § u ^ a r recitation of the psahns, whether to oneself
found °lr> C a n c r e a t e a rhythm which after a short time will be
that ° Pr°duce a state of recollection quite naturally.' And in
li*ik w^jf u ^ °^ ^°Pe an<^ t r u s t ' Psalm 90, we come across that
Can !__'p f Gospels—quoted so aptly by the devil—as he always
keep tK ° r ^"at^ g i v e n his angels charge concerning thee, to
lest pe u

 C m ^ y w ays. In their hands they shall bear thee up
of CQ aps thou stumble against a stone.' All these sudden points
Ol"the Ch J 1 1 ^ reahzation of the unity of the whole structurey

the N ^ e unbreakable link between the Old Testament
an appreciation of the historical reality of the

prayer j 1 ? ; These quick meditations are a definite help to
~ eive life to the words quite apart from their meaning.
yer j p

ComnV ^1VC e t 0 t^le worc^s quit6 apart from their meaning.
^ how f C aUC^ ^ e s P e r s c a n be enjoyed at a summer school, but

w PubHc churches in Catholic England can they be so
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enjoyed? So it had to be private recitation; a little book, Benedic-
tine Hours, is very useful for that and adds Terce to the repertoire.
At every enlargement so there is an expanding of appreciation
and a tightening of contract: all the Introits to Mass are psalms,
but it took die reading of'I spake of thy testimonies before kings
and was not ashamed' (Ps. 118, Terce of Sunday in the Benedic-
tine Office) and its identification with Loquebar de testimonis tuis iti
conspectu regum, of the Common of a Virgin and Martyr to bring
them all into their context.

It seemed impossible to get hold of Prime (this is post-war).
The C.T.S. had issued a little pamphlet of it but it was out of
print and not likely to be re-issued: no demand for it. The Horae
Diurnae was available, but expensive, and English was necessary-
Father Bede is right when he says that it is the rhythm of the words
that counts as much as the meaning; but still it is through the
English that the ordinary person receives the notion of contact
with the praying Church. So Terce was said before Mass every
morning, followed by the 'Preparation' in the missal; and
Compline at night. That was all there seemed time for in a fuM
day, but even this limited effort gave a knowledge of unity with
all the Church in praise and prayer.

Then, again by a lucky chance, there was acquired the wbx>le

Roman Breviary in English (published in 1937 and practically
unobtainable now). There opened out new vistas of prayer and
knowledge. The first psalm of Prime on Sunday (117) led straight
into the Easter liturgy: 'This is the day that the Lord hath-
made . . .', straight to one of the sublime truths of the Gospel •
'The stone which the builders rejected; the same is become the

head of the corner.' Prime of Wednesday had the Lavabo of ^
Mass: 'I will wash my hands among the innocent: and will conM
pass thy altar, O Lord' (Ps. 25). Dotted about the psalms, like ok*
friends, are so many familiar versicles and responsories: C o m p l y
Thursday, 'O God, come to my assistance: O Lord, make hast
to help me' (Ps. 69); Vespers, Tuesday, 'Our help is in die name °
the Lord, who made heaven and earth' (Ps. 123). Every Friday a

Prime those terrible phrases pound the soul: 'But I am a wor*11

and no man: the reproach of men and the outcast of die peop*e'
All they that saw me have laughed to scorn: they have spok#|
with their lips and wagged the head.' And—the Jews can be hear
grimly fulfilling the prophecy to the letter—'He hoped in "*
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°ro., let him deliver him.' A few lines further on are the words

ha 7 ° f t e n i n t h e P a s s i o n a n d r e P e a t e d i n the En Eg°- 'Tliey
e dug my hands and feet, they have numbered all my bones. . . .

ey parted my garments amongst them: and upon my vesture
% cast lots.'

°> link by link as the Hours are read is forged that chain of
p 7e r a nd prophecy which binds together the Gospels, the

tns and the Mass, that complex unity which is the heart and
erence of the Faith. Now Prime and Terce are said in the

o£ before Mass; it means getting up earlier but the reward

otrf r a ° e X% ° n e t"iat c a n ^e fek- ®n Sundays it is possible to add the
fe 10 ̂ r U " ' ^ e x t an^ N o n e> t o the Thanksgiving. Whenever
be A' *n s t a n c e on a long train journey, the whole Office can
a c j . * Compline of Sunday is committed to memory in Latin
Us 11 .& t 0 t ne Benedictine Office, and can be said anywhere—
pit V?- Underground coming home from work, when in

ot distractions, it seems to round off the day.
m a ^r°testant childhood the psalms were a meaningless
°r li 0 I ^ ' ^ e e n n o w ^ the"r t r u e context, without any exegetical
nev Smstic study, the discovery is made that their repetition
com Pa^s' every week as the familiar words come round theyy y
tions TifeW> ^BUig n e w thoughts and contacts, fresh inspira-
befoj i*16 o w is inexliaustible, and one appreciates as never
a i Preoccupation of the psalmist with water and fountains

es f a Sees t^le s o u r c e of the imagery of the saints, such as
hp r\rr aru^ m a i iy others. The whole sequence and order

J ^ ^ h ' iM o r e J g stream.
also in ° V e r ' closer acquaintance witli the Breviary brings one
Testam

 U c h .wi th the Fathers of the Church, with all the Old
K r ! n t ' "^th the G l d h E i l i th L t hKrOctUr!

nt' "^th the Gospels and the Epistles, in the Lessons at the
spiritual ' S-°- ° n e n o t y reaches to die source of all modern
gicatcv ^ ^ S hut finds oneself really taking part in the litur-
°^aPt)lvie 1 Church and in a small and still inadequate way

the souk Sf d e s i r e ° f t h e H o l y F a t h e r i n Mediator Dei: <Let

^SerentS h ^ r ^ s t ^ a n s he hke altars on each one of which a
t o life a P. e °f the sacrifice, offered by the High Priest, comes

j k &am> as it were '

People to ^ a t ^ e S e ^ ^ ^ ^ e comments will lead other lay
fr0Ql the , o v e r ?he treasures of the Divine Office and gain

^ that I have gained. I hope too that they may
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induce priests to encourage those who show interest and help
them to find their way through the intricacies of the Rubrics, for
the Office is, as Father Bede says, an exceedingly complex
structure; but once mastered it does provide for simple people an
unfailing source of prayer and devotion which never cloys and
which becomes not exactly automatic but regular and self-
absorbing.

I think too that the liturgical movement would gain much if,
instead of insisting so much on music and so on, organizers of
schools and conferences would give practical instruction on the
Breviary itself, how to apply the instructions of the Ordo,
sponsor articles on those lines, and get more and more people to
take part in the recital of the Office in English. It is surely in the
interest of the Church that people should clearly comprehend the
catholic and communal nature of the Divine Office; that it is
indeed 'a prayer which embraces all mankind and reveals the
meaning of all history'.

HUGH OF SAINT VICTOR ON THE CELESTIAL
HIERARCHY OF DENYS THE AREOPAGITE

CLARE KIRCHBERGER

Hugh of Saint-Victor's Commentary on Denys' Celestial Hierarchies
profoundly influenced the writers on mystical theology of the twelfth and
following centuries. Richard is greatly indebted to him and makes use of
his ideas and his examples. The following extract from the section on
the Seraphim in Book VI of the Commentary (chapter VII in Denys)
shows how Hugh transferred what Denys said of Angels to human love
and contemplation. The insistence on love rather than knowledge as
the means of union and contemplation far outstrips what Denys thought
and is responsible for the whole, of the later trend of mystical theories.
This passage is the source of many of Richard's illustrations in the
Benjamin Major. Hugh's commentary on this section is longer than that
on any other part of the work and he obviously lets himself go freely on
the subject which was dearest to his heart.

The translation of the appropriate sentences of Denys is taken from
that published by the Editors of the 'Shrine of Wisdom in their version
of the Mystical Theology and Celestial Hierarchies. {Brook, I949-)


