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contentious case of Symeon the New Theologian);" It is perfectly 
true, as Wiles charged, that the fathers we have discussed in this 

chapter nowhere seemed to make explicit the prayer-based logic of 
this need to keep the Spirit 'distinct' (and unthinking conservatism 

and respect for authority surely did play some part in their theo 

logical thinking). But our brief survey of the use of Romans 8 

indicates that in some authors this argument was at least implicit. 
Finally, as our evidence has already clearly shown, it would be 

misleading to say that only the Greek-speaking Christian East 

endorsed this prayer-based trinitarian logic; Augustine himself 

(contrary to some common, but misleading, stereotypes about 
'Western' trinirarianism) shows signs of it, especially in his late 

work. He appeals interestingly to Romans 8 in his letter to the 

widow Proba on prayer (Letter 130); and moments in the last book 

of the De trinitate, especially, show the same characteristically 
'incorporative' logic, a rhetoric of divine desire proceeding from 

the Father by means of the Holy Spirit, and so 'inflaming' us with 

love (De trinuate; xv.17.31, for instance).41 Later Western mystical 

theologians rediscovered this model periodically, especially in a rich 
phase of 'indwelling Trinity' motifs in the later medieval mystics 

(such as Eckhart, Ruusbroec, Julian of Norwich). John of the 

Cross's Spiritual canticle provides a memorably beautiful instantia 

tion of the type. Opening his text with an immediate allusion to 
Romans 8, John later speaks more explicitly of the Holy Spirit's 

action on the 'feminized' soul, which 'raises the soul most sublimely 

44 for the purported 'Mc::ssalianism' of Macarius, see Marcus Plestcd, Th, Macarian Legacy: 
Tit, Place ofMarorius-Sym,oo in tit, Easum CJ,ri.t,ian Tradition (Oxford University Press, 
2004), esp. 16-27; and on me conflict in which Symeon me New Theologian became 
embroiled as a result of his high claims for the 'purification' of the Holy Spirit, sec 
Basil Krivocheine, In ,/., Lig!tt of Cirri,,: S1 Syn1ton, tit, N,-., Tluologian - Lift, 
Spiriwality, Doarine (Crestwood, NY: St Vladimir's Press, 1986), esp. 41-9· 

•• l shall return to a comparative analysis of the trinitarian theologies of Gregory of Nyssa 
and Augustine in more derail in Chapter 6. 
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with mat his divine breath ... mac she may breathe in God me same 
bream oflove that me Farner breathes in the Son and me Son in che 
Farner' (Spiritual canticle, 39.3.4). 

If then me 'incorporative' model whose history we have traced 
had important implications not only for moral and spiritual maturity 
and doctrinal understanding but also for political and ecclesial 
pressures co transformation and reform, how might mis same 
model manifest itself creatively in a contemporary milieu? In my 
next 'foraging raid' into the tradition, I shall test my thesis by 
turning to a very different context, and co che contemporary 
Christian scene in which, simultaneously and paradoxically, we 
find practising 'church' -type Christians showing no apparent inter 
est in che Trinity, and sectarian-tending charismatics apparently 
revivifying pneumacology and even trinitarianism coo. How such a 
contemporary study mighc complement our patristic trinitarian 
reflections, further our project of a th.eologie totale, and complexify 
me Troeltschian social patternings I have so far essayed, I shaJl duly 
reveal in the next chapter. Wimout this apparent sidestep into 
me contemporary pastoral 'field', our trinitarian proposals would 
look very different and be much impoverished. Or so I hope now 
to show. 

The charismatic constituency: embarrassment or riches? 

J. Prayer and failure, prayer and ariduy, prayer and depression. 

(a) Interviews 
le was in chis area that the greatest ambivalence was found in the 
interviews, and the ambivalence cut across the cwo groups. Does 
'failure' in prayer, or the common states of dryness ('aridity') and 
depression when afflicting those who pray, indicate that the Spirit is 
necessarily inactive or impeded here? Is the Spirit's active work in 
any sense compatible with human failure and weakness? These were 
the questions I posited under mis lase heading. 

'Failure' in prayer was confronted movingly in one interview with 
an Anglican 'elder', an Oxford-educated scientist in lace middle age, a 
man who for long years had wanted to 'come into tongues'. 
Repeatedly his friends had prayed for this, but to no avail. The 
same man's wife was also virtually crippled by back pain; again, 
repeated prayer had brought lictle relief It was poignant for me, as 
the interviewer, co have to ask how he could explain chis. His response 
was that he could only finally 'now to God's sovereignty); and in 
relation to tongues, after greac disappointment, he had come to accept 
'I've jusc got co be me, and chat's the Lord's job.' When I tentatively 
enquired whether such evident humility could not itself be a work of 
me Spirit, he assented, though mere was a sense chat chis was a new 
idea. (One might juxtapose the thoughts recorded by John Cassian 
here: 'Wonders and powers are nae always necessary, for some are 
harmful and are not granted to everyone ... Humility is the queen of 
all me virtues' (Conferences, 15.7).) 

Attitudes co aridity in prayer were mixed, too. Many of chose 
interviewed felt chat joyousness should be the norm (and in me case 
of one member of the Fellowship group, mis was particularly 
emphacically expressed); but all when pressed admitted to phases 
of dryness themselves, most explaining them as correlated to stress 

Fieldwork on charismatics 177 

or oilier passing human factors, such as the menstrual cycle. Only 
one person, interestingly, surmised mac dryness might actually be in 
some circumstances a sign of progress, of me Spirit 'driving one inco 
me desert' to 'sharpen one's thirst' (see Mark 1. 12-13 and parallels). 
Bue no sustained explanation of chis was made; mere was no 
reference by the informants, for instance, co John of the Cross's 
detailed explication of chis phenomenon as the prayer of 'me night 
of sense', moving one on into 'contemplation', a form of prayer 
emotionally less satisfying man before, even felt as a 'failure' co 
pray, and yet characterized by a continuing and restless desire for 
God (Dark Night of the Soul, 1.8-rn). 

On depression, however, mere was me widest range of response. 
A minority of people (in both the Fellowship and the Anglican 
church) felt mac depression was largely self-absorption and should 
be dealc with rapidly and effectively by prayer and exhortation. 
People in born groups believed in the devil and me demonic but on 
the whole were not happy with the idea that individual demons 
caused illness or depression (chis was a view powerfully influential 
in me area, however, as a resulc of me 'demonic deliverance' 
liturgies of a 'healing centre' recently established locally: born 
groups I interviewed were suspicious of chis centre and its activ 
ities). This sort of localized personification of evil had been delib 
erately averted by che minister within the Anglican group through 
his teaching and preaching. In a particularly interescing interview 
with a psychiatrist, who was also a member of the Anglican con 
gregation, it was admitted mat being a Christian was sometimes a 
distinct 'risk factor' in depression, because of the possible mood 
swings from a high affective state into the reverse - the rigorous 
standards imposed upon che self, and che feelings of further guilt if 
prayer was not effective in relieving the condition. Often she found 
me best way through was to set aside theological language 
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altogether, and insist 'This isn't a sin problem; you have a health 
problem that can be effectively treated with drugs.' It was impor 
tant, then, that religiously committed people should feel no guilt 
or shame about accepting medication when needed. The same 
doctor was, however, wary of saying the Spirit could in any 
way be working actively in and through a depression, especially 
not through severe psychotic stares, although she conceded that 
'less severe episodes' could sometimes lead to a 'greater dependence 
on God'. 

In general, then, there was an agreement amongst those inter 
viewed, and especially amongst the Fellowship members, that 
Christians should not normally be depressed, and that their mood 
should primarily be characterized by joy. Once again there was only 
one commentator, the Anglican minister himself who strongly 
urged that to demand the continuous maintenance of a high feeling 
state was actually 'unbiblical'. 'What of Gethsemane, not to speak of 
the prophets and the psalms?', he parried. The same person distin 
guished importantly between clinical 'depression' and spiritual 
'desolation'. The former he saw as a recognized 'illness', and, just 
as Jesus had in the gospel stories invariably responded to those who 
requested healing from sickness, so in this case, too, he believed, the 
sufferer should rightfully pray to be relieved. In the case of spiritual 
'desolation', however (and he admitted depression and desolation 
might be difficult to disentangle without the discernment of an 
experienced spiritual guide), one could be confronting the particular 
activity of the Spirit itself, moving one on into a painful new phase 
of growth, a sharing in some sense in Christ's own passion. 

(I,) Commentary 

It was clear that here I had reached a theological crux (and I use 
that word advisedly) in my investigations. If the Spirit's activity 

Gregory of Nyssa on gender, prayer, and the Trinity 

attempt to illuminate the difference of their central controlling 
metaphors ends, most surprisingly, in a certain ironic metaphysical 
convergence. Let me now explain. 

GREGORY OF NYSSA ON GENDER, PRAYER, AND THE 

TRINITY11 

Gregory's view of the nature of the human and the sexes, first, is 
best illuminated by looking at his thoughts on creation and escha 
tology, and then back again at his early treatise On virginity. Both 
originally and ultimately, for Gregory, the human person is what 
one might call 'humanoid' (or perhaps 'angeloid') - neither male 
nor female in any commonly accepted sense. This intriguing idea is 
expounded in Gregory's famous reflections about a 'double crea 
tion' in his treatise on The making of humanity (chs. 1Cr17), which 
has occasioned much recent exegetical comment. It is all a matter 
here of how Gregory interprets Genesis 1. 27: 'God created man in 
His own image; in the image of God he created him, male and 
female he created them'. Taking Galatians 3. 28 as a text to play off 
against this ('in Christ mere is neither ... male [and] female'), 
Gregory argues that Genesis 1. 27 should be taken in two parts, as 
me Hebrew text itself suggests: first a non-physical, non-sexed, 
angelic creation; and only then, with the Fall becoming imminent, 
sexual differentiation. (Thus on this view, note, gender differentia 
tion into two is implicitly connected with moving towards me fallen 
state.) So too, in reverse, at the general resurrection, says Gregory 

•, I am here condensing into a shon overview what I have discussed in more detail in several 
other writings: again, in Coakley, Ptn.•tn and Sul,mission.s, ch. 9; in Paul Gavrilyuk and 
Sarah Coakley, eds., Tltt Spin·rual Seruu: Peraiving God in /Puum Cltristianll)' 
(Cambridge: University Press, 2011), ch. 2; and in Sarah Coak.Icy, Tltt New A.rctricism: 
Sexual.tiy, Gtndu and tltt Quur for God (London: Continuum, 201 3), ch. 1. 
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(in his oration On those who have fallen asleep), our bodies will lose 
their sexual differentiation, but - interestingly - all become quasi 
'female' in relation to God, being, as Verna Harrison glosses him, 
'impregnated with life from God and giving birth to various forms 
of goodness'. 14 

Women, then, paradisally and escharologically, might be seen as 
honorary sexless 'men' (and the contrast with Augustine here will be 
highly important). But in some sense men are also, eschatologically, 
honorary sexless 'women'. Of course, even to put it thus is arguably 
to miss the subtlety and elusiveness of what Gregory is after; for in 
prioritizing Genesis I over Genesis 2 in mis way, Gregory seems to 
be implying that the binary gender difference does not play the 
defining role in our true spiritual - or even bodily'1 - identity at all; 
so earlier feminist critics who have dismissed Gregory's ploy as a 
mere erasure of women's distinctiveness and stature surely miss the 
point. Yet postmodern theorists also err in thinking that Gregory 
can thereby be constrained into a contemporary secular agenda of 
'gender fluidity': his understanding of what constitutes authentic 
human existence before God eludes even these 'transgressive' 
categories. 
The most interesting (and perhaps test-) case of gender reversal 

or transformation in Gregory's work is found in his adulation of his 
elder sister Macrina, and especially in his treatise The Life of 
Macrina. Macrina, qua virgin, and in virtue of her outstanding 

1
" Sec Verna Harrison, 'Male and Female in Cappadodan Theology',/ourna/ ofTlttol.ogical 
Swdiu 41 (1990), 441-71. No<c the background importance here both of Jc:sus's words 
(Mark 12. 25) 'when they rise from the dead, they neither marry nor arc given in 
marriage', and of the Platonic idea of'spiritual procreation' as a replacement for physical 
reproduction in the higher realm of philosophy. 

1
' Even angels, of course, have a special son of visible 'body': when Gregory speaks of 

transformed bodilincss he invariably has the mysterious 'spiritual body' of I Corinthians 
15 in mind. 
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ascetical prowess, is set up as an awesome model in her quality of 
'male' erru - desire for God. (Here Gregory is using 'male' to 
indicate a particular cultural and philosophical value.) Thus can 
Gregory remark admiringly at one point that Macrina could even be 
seen as a 'man' in this regard. '6 But she is also, most interestingly, 
the cause in Gregory of the production of a strong, 'womanish', 
ajfeaive response - which in turn brings about a lively philosophical 
debate between them about how intellect and affect should properly 
relate. Thus, in his treatise 011 the soul and the resurrection; Gregory 
dialogues with Macrina on the problem of the relation of affectiviry 
(or passion) with reason, interestingly projecting on to her an 
initially rigorist rejection of the emotions (which today we might 
normally take to be 'rnasculinist'), while he takes the part of defend 
ing passion. Gradually they rogether work our in dialogue a more 
integrated and transfonnative vision of me passions in relation to 
me soul; for both body and soul are in due course to be brought to 
final perfection in the resurrection body (it is in fact, Corinthians 15 
which frames the narrative of mis philosophical dialogue, at both 
beginning and end). 

In short, mere are already all kinds of interesting 'sexual/textual' 
play in Gregory's work, designed to reverse, complexify, and 
confound what modern feminists have dubbed the body-hating 
stereotype of the 'Platonist' 'Man of Reason'. Whatever Gregory 
has in mind for me resurrection life, it will certainly not conform to 
anything we can catch and hold in gender stereotypes in this world. 
But ultimately, and originally, we are, according to him, all 'human 
oid/angeloid', rather man physically 'sexed' into male and female at 
all. Yet even after death we shall still remain. on his vision of 

16 Lifi of Afauina., in Anne M. Silvas, A1acrina tltt Yo.ungtr, Plu1osoplttr of God (Tumhout: 
Brcpols, 2oo8), 10,-4-8, here 110; GNO vm/J, 37tr414, here 370-1. 
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first be enlightened by the Spirit, in order to ascend to the Son and 
thence to the Father'. In other words, the radical epistemic slippage 
at the height of Moses's ascent in the Life of Moses, which seems to 
dissolve all structured order and hierarchy, even in the God who is 
encountered, does not find any consistent or clear counterpart in 
Gregory's understanding of the Trinity in his mid-career defences 
of rrinitarianisrn, which remain (as in his brother Basil's De sancto 
Spiricu) clearly structured and ordered - as Moses's earlier stages of 
the ascent are structured and ordered. There are apparently no 
sudden reversals here ( despite all the rhetoric of the 'incomprehen 
sibility' of the divine persons), which might ostensibly signal 
another and more profound 'apophatic tum'. If we want to find a 
resolution to this difficulty - this apparent lack of 'fit' between 
apologetic-trinitarian and later exegetical treatises - we have to 
ferret out the wilder trinitarian analogies of those later writings: less 
philosophically precise, to be sure, than those in the apologetic 
discourses, but freed up into a remarkable poetic and erotic licence. 
Here, archers and arrows, winds and billowing sails, and human 
erotic lovers become the new analogues of the freedom of inner 
trinitarian relations, and of their transfiguring relation to us. '4 

AUGUSTINE ON GENDER, PRAYER, AND TRINITARIANISM 

But now let us compare all that we have found here in Gregory with 
the case of Augustine. Again, I shall look for correlations between 
Augustine's view of the person (man and woman), of the life of 
prayer, and of God as Trinity. Whereas the final interest in Gregory 
is in loss of control, in yielding to noetic darkness, a mum more 
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anticipates Genesis 2 and the creation of Eve out of Adam's rib: 
difference and dependence (of woman on man) are of foundational 
significance right from the start. All this is to be contrasted with 
Gregory, with his ingenious rendition of Genesis 1. 27 and his 
relative lack of interest in the story of Adam's rib. 'There is no 
denying', Augustine emphasizes in contrast, 'the obvious evidence 
of bodies of different sex, which shows that it would be a manifest 
absurdity to deny the fact that male and female were created for the 
purpose of begetting children' ( City of God, xrv.az). Sex and pro 
creation are good, then, for that purpose alone; and according to the 
later Augustine, we shall still be physically (and recognizably) men 
and women at the end times, eschatologically.' What is really 
worrying to Augustine in the post-Fall condition, however, is 
male loss of control in sex: the revolt of the body against the 
cooperative mental work of memory, understanding, and will - 
especially against the will. Thus what is nasty and 'shameful' about 
sex (and our private parts are rightly called pudenda, he says, again 
in contrast to Gregory) is the independent revolt of the male 
phallus. Augustine expatiates on this at some length in the City of 
God, book x1v.22-6: men would like to be able to move the phallus 
at will, that is, 'like our hands and feet'; but there is 'this resistance 
this tussle between lust and will'. If there had been no Fall, then 
children could have been conceived dispassionately - and, interest 
ingly, with the woman remaining iruacta, For Augustine, this would 
seemingly have been a preferable (if somewhat unimaginable) 
arrangement. But rather than snigger at mis suggestion, we might 
well consider whether Augustine's concern here is not at least as 

~ Again, sec my treatment of the Trinity in the Song commentary in Rt-TAinking Gngo,yof .•. .,, Sec Margarc-t Miles, Au.gwti,u on tlu Body (Missoul~ MT: Scholars Prcss, 1979), s2-n, 
Nyua, 1-13. 117-21, for the differences between the earlier and later Augustine on this point. 

Augustine on gender, prayer, and trinltarianism 

dominant emphasis in Augustine, I suggest (at least until a certain 
modification in his last anti-Pelagian writings), is the quest for 
corporate and controlled order - at the level of life in me Trinity, 
of the city (polis), and of relations between the sexes. This is not of 
course to imply that Augustine is lacking a sense of the utter 
mysteriousness and transcendence of God (a God who, according 
to him, is no less mysterious qua incarnate): again and again in his 
sermons he will stress that we cannot 'understand' me Word, but 
merely 'hunger for ir'!1 Yet running through the Confessions and the 
agony of his own failed attempts at sexual continence is the ongoing 
struggle for 'order' over maos- an order that he finally realizes can 
only be supplied by God and divine grace; and we should not 
therefore be surprised to find this trope exercising itself in other 
dimensions of Augustine's theology.:" Let us now examine these 
central themes in Augustine of order, control, and place. 
The contrast with Gregory on the nature of the person, first, is 

well brought out by looking at Augustine's view of paradisal sex in 
the City of God, book XIV. For Augustine, in contrast to Gregory, 
Genesis 1. 27 is understood as a one-stage event: right from the start 
God created man and woman, and this grants to woman a validated 
Ur-status as physically different. It is as if Genesis I already 

1., Sec, e-g-, Scnnon 117.3 in Strmon.s, trans. Edmund Hill, ed. John E.. Rotcllc (New York:: 
New City Press, 19C)2), vol. m/ 41 110: 'We arc not now discussing ... possible 1Aoays of 
undcnta.nding the text ... it can only be understood in ways beyond words ... it wasn't 
read in order to be understood, but in order to make us cry to discover what prevents our 
undemanding, and so move it out of the way, and hunger to grasp the unchangeable 
\Vord, ourselves thereby being changed from worse to better.' 

&6 Margarcl Milcs's feminist reading of Tiu Conftuions also comes to the conclusion that 
'order' is Augustine's chief obsession in that work, such that, she claims, books X-XJII of 
Tltt Conft3sUJfU lack. the attractive restlessness of the earlier sections; for 'hierarchical 
order - everything in its place - has overcome the chaos in which the objects of lust 
relentlessly butt against and displace each other ... Ordcr ... can {only) Ix ... incarnated 
in the continent body': Daire and fklilltt: A Ntw RN.ding of Augwti,u:, ConfossiON {New 
York: Crossroad, 1992), 133. 
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and on this account is commanded to do so? The solution lies ... (in that] 
the woman together with the husband is the image of God ... when she is 
assigned as a help-mate, a funcrion that pertains to her alone, then she is nor 
the image of God; but as far as the man is concerned, he is by himself alone 
the image of God, just as fully and completely as when he and the woman 
are joined together into one. 

The fatal lines of subordination are seemingly drawn, men: 
Augustine confronts me paradox of equality and difference, but 
the dice are this time, in contrast to Gregory, loaded towards me 
latter, to subordinate difference. He bows, significantly, to scriptural 
authority, 'order', and subordination. Yet another instinct, equally 
mandated by Scripture (in Galatians 3. 28), continues to draw him in 
a different direction. And so the paradox remains. 

As for me theme of prayer and spiritual advance in Augustine, 
secondly, there are differences in the earlier and later periods of his 
life, but me important point to notice in comparison with Gregory is 
that Augustine's is a spiritual rheology leading to light and clarifica 
tion and insight (supremely beyond this life), not to darkness and 
incomprehensibility and loss of control. Augustine's later views on 
prayer, as witnessed by his letter 130 to the widow Proba.l" are quite 
different in tone from the contemplative experience of ascent with his 
mother at Ostia, described in The Confessions, book IX. He has now 
given up his earlier interest in highpoint 'Plotinian' experiences. 
Prayer is, he says now, 'desire for happiness', and rightly so; but 
mis happiness can only lie heyond the darkness (wiehrae) of this life. 
For we long to arrive and to be freed from the corrupted will. Again, 
we are not travelling into darkness and loss of control here, but fiom 
darkness into light, into the light of grace whim one might appro 
priately describe as right divine control. 

10 Ltu~ri, ed. Sr Wilfrid Parsons (FC 18; \Vashington, DC: Catholic University of America 

P~ 1913), vol. II, 37<-.401. 



PRIVILEGING CONTEMPLATION: SIX THESES 

Thesis 1 : The contemplative is one who is forced to acknowledge the 
'messy entanglement' of sexual desire and the desire for God. A very 
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little time on one's knees in silence will be sufficient to convince one 
of that. But this has more commonly led to a fearful disjunction of 
the two realms than to their alignment. It was Bernard of Clairvaux, 
after all, who was (in his sermons on the Song of Songs) the great 
medieval reinvigorator of the quest for God expressed in daring 
erotic metaphor, but who also wrote (in Sermon 65): 'To be always 
with a woman and not to have sexual relations with her is more 
difficult than to raise the dead. You cannot do the less difficult; do 
you think I will believe that you can do what is more difficult?' 
Herein lies a fundamental pathology, a disjunction that feminist 
contemplative theology ever seeks to resolve. But it is also the 
mystics, in their more outre moments, who have pointed the way 
through this tragic divide: Dionysius with his language of divine 
desire, Eckhart with his daring sexual metaphors of the birth of 
Christ in the 'virgin' soul, Julian with her 'mothering' Christ within 
the Trinity. All seem to chafe at the edges of acceptable trinitarian 
'orthodoxy'; all seek to face or resolve the dilemma of sexual desire 
and desire for God. But it cannot be resolved without the ascetical 
transformation of human desire. 
Thesis 2: The contemplative acknowledges the leading activity of the 

Holy Spirit, and so jealously guards the distinctness of the third 'person'. 
Trinitarianism, we have seen, is always in danger of reduction, the 
loss of the wafting 'pigeon', the apparent redundancy of a hypo 
statized relationship. But where the distinctness of the third is well 
guarded, so too there is a certain instirutionally subversive element 
that is also well guarded. So, ironically, the 'church' type needs its 
contemplative subversives if it is to reinvigorate its trinitarianism 
and expand its notion of the 'Son' beyond the idolatrous male. Or, 
as Troeltsch put: the 'church' type needs the 'sect'. Both are 
legitimate outworkings of the gospel; yet the 'mystic' type who 
recalls both to contemplative practice will always stand at the edges 
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of institutional acceptability, always be pressing to an 'orthodoxy' 
beyond mere propositional assent. 

Thesis 3: The 'apophatic tum' has the capacity not only to undermine 
gender stereotypes, but to lead to a form of ever-changing modellings of 
desire for God. 'A love affair with a blank', such as contemplation is,' 
is a strange subversion of all certainties, a stripping, often painful, of 
what one previously took for granted. As Gregory of Nyssa's rich 
example shows, this 'blank' is capable too of undermining and 
transcending presumptions about gender roles, of shifting the 
boundaries of expectation and acceptability. Divine desire, and 
human desire for the divine, is more fundamental than gender. 

Thesis 4: Contemplation entails an expansion of the 'self', a sub 
version of disengaged reason. The act of contemplation involves a 
willed suspension of one's rational agendas, a silent waiting. What 
tills the waiting over time is a kind of seepage in the self, a 
recognition of rich unconscious elements, a transcendence of nar 
row rationality. In Gregory of Nyssa the Platonic 'Man of Reason' 
is already toppled; new dimensions of the affective self - the 
'spiritual senses' - are explored. This has, I believe, a new and 
profound significance in a period when, simultaneously, postmod 
ern philosophy is obliterating the Enlightenment vision of the 
autonomous reasoned self, and feminist women are wondering 
whether they are being asked to lose an 'autonomy' they never 
enjoyed. Contemplation points to an expanded view of the self 
rooted in the trinitarian God. 
Thesis 5: Coruemplation. reorders the passions. Contemplation 

involves a great risk: it implies a loss of repressive control, but at 
the same time it engenders a reordering of the passions such that 
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'control' finds new and significant coinage as n'ght direction and 
purification of the passionate nature. To this extent, Augustine's 
perennial concern with 'control' is indeed justifiable. For ethically, 
some such notion of'self-control' is vital. Without an accompany 
ing ascetical dimension, a praxis of ordering of the passions into 
some kind of 'hierarchy', the suggested trinitarian language of erus 
would be more than capable of abuse and distortion; and indeed we 
have already acknowledged that it is impossible to guard completely 
against this danger. Hence the hermeneutics of suspicion never comes to 
an end. Doubtless this is why the 'church' type in Christianity has 
always been nervous of conceptualizing the divine in terms of the 
erotic. Contemplation makes great ethical demands - to lose one's 
life in order to gain it, to tum the other cheek, to love one's enemies. 
It is not a form of disengagement, but of passionate reordered 
engagement. 

And finally, thesis 6: Contemplation presents us with a trinitarian 
model of power-in-vulnerability. Contemplation is an act of willed 
'vulnerability' to divine action. In it, one cooperates with the 
promptings of divine desire. There is no force; indeed, any force 
or anger both kill the subtle act of contemplation stone dead. The 
contemplative steps wilfully into an act of reflexive divine love that 
is always going on, always begging Christomorphic shape. This 
engenders divine power not as 'force' but as Christo-form 'author 
ity'. This, ifl am right, is fully compatible with the rightful goals of 
a distinctively Christian feminism; it sustains but also transcends the 
ongoing, elusive quest for 'equality' and the simultaneous acknowl 
edgement of 'difference'. 

Despite their format, these theses are not uttered dogmatically 
but tentatively, for the contemplative can hardly afford to speak 
otherwise. As such, the practice of silence is actually a place of 
regained courage to speak as a feminist, and not just a place of 
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welcome rest and restoration from the theological slings and arrows. 
Thus the commitment to silence is also, paradoxically, the commit 
ment as a theologian to give voice - but tentatively, and in a 
changed key. My own words are not an 'interruption' themselves; 
they are - at best - an invitation, uttered out of the abyss of the 
divine 'interruption' of the Spirit. 

• * * 
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