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O God Most High, who didst endue with 
wonderful virtue and grace the Blessed Virgin 
Mary, the Mother of our Lord: Grant that we, 
who now call her blessed, may be made very 
members of the heavenly family of him who 
was pleased to be called the first-born among 
many brethren; who liveth and reigneth with 
thee and the Holy Spirit, one God, world 
without end. Amen. 
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Part I 
 

“What saith the Scripture” 
 
Last week, a much celebrated English writer, Dame P.D. James 
passed away (Nov 27th, 2014). An accomplished novelist in the 
genre of detective mysteries, she also tried her hand at writing in 
the style of Jane Austen in a late novel, Death Comes to Pemberley, 
with mixed results, perhaps, though laudably so, I think. But it is 
another novel outside her detective fiction that warrants our 
attention in Advent. It is The Children of Men which had the fortune 
or misfortune of being made into a movie which, as the culture 
critic Mark Steyn notes, managed to miss the point of her novel 
almost completely. As he quips, the Baroness was the first to write 
on barrenness. It serves as a metaphor for the culture of our world 
and day. It is about a kind of spiritual barrenness, the counter to 
which can only be found in the Word of God coming to us which 
is what Advent is all about. 

 

Her 1992 novel, The Children of Men, is, in many ways, a 
contemporary mystery play, at once of the Nativity, but also of the 
Resurrection. Medieval mystery plays were important vehicles for 
conveying the teachings of the Christian Faith, especially to a 
largely illiterate world. Perhaps they should be revived. One of the 
last things that Dame James published relates as well to the ways 
in which the Christian Faith is communicated to the world.  

 

Deeply appreciative of The Book of Common Prayer, she wrote an 
essay in 2011 for a volume entitled The Book of Common Prayer: Past, 
Present, & Future upon the occasion of the 350th anniversary of the 
1662 Book of Common Prayer, the mother book of the Prayer 
Books of the Anglican Communion. Her essay, “Through all the 
Changing Scenes of Life: Living with the Prayer Book,” provides a 
wonderful witness to the formative nature of the spirituality of the 
Prayer Book conveyed principally through the power of words. 
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Here is a writer acknowledging one of the most powerful 
influences on her own thinking and writing and reminding us, too, 
of the power and nature of words.  

 

“In the beginning was the Word,” we hear at Christmas Eve and yet 
that sensibility about God’s Word carries over into every aspect of 
Christian Life. As she observes, “the words of our public liturgy, in 
their beauty, their truth, their numinous power, should be capable of so 
entering our consciousness that we do not need to search for them, but 
can release the mind to enter into stillness which is the heart of prayer 
and worship.” It is a wonderful observation about the language of 
the liturgy, the language of Scriptural prayer by which we are 
drawn into the mystery of Christ.  

 

In a way, the words of Scripture gather us into the mystery of the 
Word made flesh. They have a kind of power that can bring us to 
Christ, like Andrew finding Simon Peter and bringing him to 
Christ. In the empty barrenness of contemporary culture, dark and 
fearful, uncertain and confused, we need the clarity of the Word of 
God to help us think more hopefully and more prayerfully.  

 

The Children of Men takes its title from a number of places in the 
Psalter which repeatedly uses this phrase. It is itself a loaded 
Scriptural and spiritual concept, “the children of men.” It speaks 
profoundly to one aspect of our spiritual identity that at once 
contrasts, complements or contradicts the idea of our being “the 
children of God.” What happens when we forget that latter identity? 
Then the concept of “the children of men” appears as something 
disturbing and even destructive; literally and spiritually barren or 
empty, we might say, without the grace of God. 

 

On the surface, her novel might seem a far remove from her highly 
successful writing of detective fiction; yet there are many, many 
carry-overs from her previous novels, both in terms of character 
and theme.  
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The Children of Men is set in the future, the rather near future. It is 
set in an England and a world that finds itself barren and barren in 
ways that strike at some of the deepest contradictions of 
contemporary culture. The fruitlessness of lives bent on fulfilling 
every desire finds eloquent expression in the impotence of the 
human race. There are, literally, no births and there haven’t been 
for about twenty-five years. The action of the novel takes place 
after the last generation of human beings - called the Omegas - 
were born.  

 

In her detective novels, the “devices and desires of our hearts” (to use 
one of her own titles, the origin of which should be clear – so much 
so that she refused to provide an explanation of the origins of the 
term from the General Confession of the Prayer Book offices of 
Morning and Evening Prayer!) form the story through which the 
contemporary content of those desires in their social setting are 
described. Here the future is the present. The novel explores 
something of the barrenness of our world through the 
contradictions and conflicts of a world bent on having its own 
way. The barrenness is at once the consequence and the cause.  

 

“Western science has been our God”, writes one of the main 
characters in his diary. The inability to discover the cause of “this 
apparent universal infertility” not only creates the greater unease but 
also reveals the real barrenness of our souls. The impotence of the 
human race is an humiliation “at the very heart of our faith in 
ourselves”. Confidence in science and belief in the endless progress 
of humanity is shattered by its encounter with the stark reality of 
an absolute limit; mortality in the form of the empty womb. The 
womb has become a tomb. Such is the “fruit” of “the devices and 
desires of our own hearts,” of our faith in ourselves, of our refusals to 
accept the grace-given limits of our creation. The question of the 
novel is whether this humiliation will lead to the humility of Mary 
and, hence, to the possibilities of new birth through grace.  
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The tone of the novel, however, is not that of the preacher upon his 
or her soapbox; you may be greatly relieved. Lady James deals 
with our contemporary confusions and obsessions with real 
sympathy and deep understanding. If description is judgment, 
then it is, at least, gently done.  

 

Much of the delight of the novel lies in the way she describes a 
world that knows itself to be terminally ill, but doesn’t know why. 
She ranges over a whole field of emotions and responses to the 
recognition of this barrenness: the frustrated maternal instinct that 
precipitates a pram-and-doll craze where dolls are changed every 
six months in an illusion of child development - for there are no 
children; the absence of certain customary rituals of religious, 
social and family life, such as baptism, sparks an ecclesiastical 
controversy over the baptism of kittens - for there are no infants; 
the worship and the resentment of animals who will soon have it 
all anyway once the human race has become extinct - for we “can 
no longer do what the animals do without thought”; the narcissism and 
nihilism that spawns ritual and random violence, whether by 
individuals or the state - in any event, brutal; the tyranny of 
regulated and regimented care for a population that is simply 
dying - for “the world of the terminally ill is the world of neither the 
living nor the dead”. The world is terminally ill. Palliative care is, at 
best, ambiguous when there is no reason to care, but only cause for 
rage and regret. Or observation. She describes this world - our 
world - well.  

 

What vitiates all forms of contemporary care in the care-giving 
society is any relation to an infinite good and any real 
comprehension of evil. “It was reasonable to struggle, to suffer, 
perhaps even to die, for a more just, a more compassionate society, but 
not in a world with no future when, all too soon, the very words justice, 
compassion, society, struggle, evil, would be unheard echoes on an empty 
air”. Yet the novel shows how there can be love in the barrenness 
of death precisely because it is not for the sake of a future of our 
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devising. It is reasonable to struggle, to suffer, perhaps even to die, 
not for a more just, a more compassionate society, but for the love, 
dare one say? of God, in whom all loves find their meaning. The 
novel stands on the threshold of such possibilities. And therein lies 
its power and its worth. It can serve as an opening to the 
necessities of the Advent of Christ, the light that comes to our dark 
and despairing world. 

 

Dame James ends her essay in that collection of essays with one of 
her favourite prayers: 

 

Almighty God, the fountain of all wisdom, who knowest our 
necessities before we ask, and our ignorance in asking; We beseech 
thee to have compassion upon our infirmities; and those things, 
which for our unworthiness we dare not, and for our blindness we 
cannot ask, vouchsafe to give us for the worthiness of thy Son Jesus 
Christ our Lord. Amen.  

 

Through such a sensibility there are the possibilities of new birth 
and new life in us.  

 

“What saith the Scripture?” 
 

Feast of St. Andrew (transf.) 
December 2nd, 2014 

                        
                                   Duccio, c. 1300 
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Part  II 
 

“Wisdom reacheth from one end to another mightily: and 
sweetly doth she order all things” 

 

O Sapientia. O Wisdom. This is the first of the Advent Antiphons, a 
series of Scriptural statements and prayers that belong to the 
heightened expectancy of the Advent Season.  Suaviter and fortiter, 
sweetly and strongly, Wisdom rules and moves through all things. 
Wisdom is an important feature of the Advent season and often as 
not it is found in and through the experience of human limitation, 
not to mention human folly and wickedness. Our Advent 
preparations focus on such follies and wickednesses depicted in 
Dame P.D. James’ extraordinary novel, The Children of Men, a 
dystopian novel which examines the spiritual barrenness of our 
world and day. 

 

That world is viewed through the eyes of Theodore Faron. In him 
the gentle skepticism and questioning agnosticism of her detective 
hero, Adam Dalgleish, emerge as a kind of detached atheism. The 
poetry of Adam Dalgleish, too, finds its complement in the diary 
of Theo Faron.  

 

The diary serves as a vehicle for describing himself and his world. 
“If there is nothing to record, I shall record the nothingness”. The diary 
is not written for the sake of posterity, for there is no prospect of 
succeeding generations. It represents instead, as perhaps diaries 
generally do, the hold of memory in the meaning of human 
personality. It is part of his identity which must, it seems, vanish 
with himself. “If and when I reach old age - as most of us can expect to, 
we have become experts at prolonging life - I shall open one of my tins of 
hoarded matches and light my small personal bonfire of vanities”.  

 

Dr. Theodore Faron is an academic, an historian of the nineteenth 
century with “an interest in the Victorian Church, old liturgies, defunct 
forms of worship”. For him “that age...seems like a world seen through 
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the telescope at once so close and yet infinitely remote, fascinating in its 
energy, its moral seriousness, its brilliance and squalor”. The past of the 
nineteenth century is woven into the fabric of the twentieth and 
lies, like a pall, upon the dead lives of the twenty-first century. 
And yet the memory holds life, ambiguously and tenaciously. The 
liturgical memory of Theo Faron becomes the conduit of 
redemptive grace, but only through the learning of love.  

 

He is moved against the stronger instincts of his “obsessive self-
sufficiency”, the cause and the consequence of the barrenness in his 
own life and, it would seem, of the novel's world in general - to 
befriend a protest group. They are revolutionaries of mixed aims 
and motives. They call themselves The Cranmer Club and behind 
the facade of meeting “to read and study the old Book of Common 
Prayer”, they seek the reform of the government in this totalitarian 
state of the terminally ill. They are the voice of the powerless 
against the powerful, a cry against the parody of the power of 
God. However mixed their motives, their demands are the forms 
of Christian compassion. This makes them particularly 
threatening, for, after all, “he hath put down the mighty from their 
seat,/and hath exalted the humble and the meek”. Out of this group 
come sacrifice and betrayal, birth and death, hope and life, 
redemption and love.  

 

The ecclesiastical scene mirrors the condition of the state which is 
wanted to be reformed. Theo observes that “during the mid-1990s 
the recognized churches, particularly the Church of England, moved from 
the theology of sin and redemption to a less uncompromising doctrine: 
corporate social responsibility coupled with a sentimental humanism”. 
He goes on to note that the next step was and is the virtual 
abolition of “the Second Person of the Trinity together with His cross” 
for “even to unbelievers like myself, the cross, stigma of the barbarism of 
officialdom and of man's ineluctable cruelty, has never been a comfortable 
symbol”.  
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Yet the “reform” will be something more than simply political re-
organization. It will actually be something of another order. The 
reform will be rebirth and renewal, the theology of sin and 
redemption, precisely in the face of the barbarism of “corporate 
social responsibility” and the cruelty of “sentimental humanism”. The 
cross is comfort and life precisely in the face of death. It is literally 
the last word in the novel.  

 

Theo's cousin, Xan Lyppiatt, is the Warden of England. His 
benevolent tyranny conceals much that is sinister in the land of the 
aging. There are, for example, anxieties about the state-assisted 
suicide programme, called the Quietus. There are concerns about 
the rights and freedoms of the foreign guest-workers, called the 
Sojourners. And there are questions about the conditions of the Isle 
of Man penal colony for the social and political deviants of the 
Warden’s England.  

 

There is hardly a moral and social issue of our day which is not at 
least touched upon in this novel; from reproductive technology to 
euthanasia, from immigration to health care. Like Herod, Xan fears 
only the threat of another king to his absolute power. Like Herod, 
he is utterly ruthless. The prospect of a new birth is one which he 
would bring under his control. But those who “rule a desert well” 
(Sophocles’ Antigone) are dead to the necessities of love.  

 

Theo is drawn into sympathy with this unlikely group of 
reformers. As a group, their powerlessness contrasts with the 
Herodian power of Xan. They are themselves a mixture of 
Christian believers and unbelievers, lay and cleric, male and 
female, the power-hungry and the meek. As such he is drawn out 
of himself at least to the extent of being in the place where the 
possibilities of grace may be found. He is learning to love and 
knows himself to be learning. However much he doesn't 
understand, there are yet some things which now he has come to 
know, “and perhaps they were all he needed to know. He wished only for 
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her good. He would put her good before his own. He could no longer 
separate himself from her. He would die for her life”.  

 

His teacher is the woman, Julian. In the structure of the mystery 
play, she unites the figures of Mary and Mary Magdalene. In her, 
the tomb becomes the womb of new life. She teaches Theo the 
conditions of this new life. The lessons are mercy, forgiveness and 
forbearance; in short, the lessons of love, come what may.  

 

There is nothing sentimental about this teaching. The 
acknowledgment of sin and evil belongs to the knowledge of love. 
Those who live by the sword must die by the sword. This truth is 
not simply eclipsed by the Christian gospel. There is, too, the hint 
of an ambiguity - a shadow - that in the destruction of one empire, 
another may rise in its place with the same temptation to obsessive 
self-sufficiency, with the same destructiveness, and with the same 
barrenness. Consequently, the same lessons may have to be 
learned yet again. But then, they always have to be learned.  

 

The world of corporate social responsibility and sentimental 
humanism is one of the by-products of Christianity. It shows itself 
to be tyrannous, destructive and, ultimately, barren when its 
origins are forgotten or denied. Then it no longer stands under the 
theology of sin and redemption. Then it no longer stands under 
the cross.  

 

Yet the possibilities of new beginnings arise out of the sense of an 
ending. The ending, however, is one in which the past is 
remembered, not repudiated, and remembered, moreover, in its 
fullness. The remembering is the redeeming of the past by 
bringing it into the service of the present.  

 

The structure of the novel reflects this sense of endings and 
beginnings. There are two parts, Omega and Alpha respectively. 
The first describes the wasteland where the pleasures of the 
present in a dying world are, like T.S. Eliot's “fragments” of the 
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past, “no more than pathetic and crumbling defenses shored up against 
our ruins”. The past, too, is empty of vitality and meaning for the 
present. It is barren of purpose. “History which interprets the past to 
understand the present and confront the future is the least rewarding 
discipline for a dying species”. In the memory of Theo Faron, the past 
is reduced to a refined aestheticism.  

 

Alpha signals the possibilities of new beginnings. The past is 
redeemed through repentance, recollection and the growing 
awareness of the necessities of love. Theo contemplates the gulf 
between him and Julian's belief. He may not be able to connect 
with the God of her faith, yet he becomes open to the possibility 
that “perhaps, in the end the bridge would be love”.  

 

Out of the barren wasteland comes a reason to love when there 
seems to be no reason. Memory is stirred into life. Tears well up 
into a fountain of everlasting life. There is redemption. “From some 
childhood memory he recalled the rite. The water had to flow, there were 
words which had to be said. It was with a thumb wet with his own tears 
and stained with her blood that he made on the child's forehead the sign 
of the cross”. By water and the blood. Nativity and Resurrection. 
Will we learn the lessons of love?  

 

Perhaps only by way of prayer, praying the Advent Antiphon, O 
Sapientia, praying for the Wisdom of God to order, suaviter et 
fortiter, our souls and lives. 

 

O Wisdom, which comes out of the mouth of the Most High, and 
reaches from one end to the other, mightily and sweetly ordereing all 
things: Come and teach us the way of prudence. 

 

“Wisdom reacheth from one end to another mightily: and 
sweetly doth she order all things” 

 
O Sapientia 
December 16th, 2014 
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Appendix: The Great ‘O’ Antiphons of Advent  
 
December 16                                                              
 

O Sapientia  O Wisdom, which comes out of the mouth of 

the Most High, and reaches from one end to the other, mightily 
and sweetly ordereing all things: Come and teach us the way of 
prudence.   

 

December 17                                                                
 

O Adonai  O Adonai, and Leader of the house of Israel, 

who appeared in the bush to Moses in a flame of fire, and gave 
him the law in Sinai: Come and redeem us with an outstretched 
arm.    

 

December 18                                                               
 

O Radix Jesse  O Root of Jesse, which stands for an ensign 

of the people, at whom the kings shall shut their mouths, unto 
whom the Gentiles shall seek: Come and deliver us, and tarry not.   

 

December 19                                                                
 

O Clavis David  O Key of David, and Sceptre of the house 

of Israel; that opens and no man shuts, and shuts and no man 
opens: Come and bring the prisoners out of the prison-house, 
them that sit in darkness and the shadow of death.  

                                                                                                                           

December 20                                                                 
 

O Oriens  O Dayspring, Brightness of the Light Everlasting, 

and Sun of Righteousness: Come and enlighten them that sit in 
darkness and the shadow of death.   
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December 21                                                                
 

O Rex Gentium  O King of Nations, and their Desire; the 

Cornerstone who makes both one: Came and save mankind, 
whom thou didst make of clay.   

 
December 22                                                                 
 

O Emmanuel  O Emmanuel, our King and Lawgiver, the 

Desire of all ‚nations and their salvation: Come and save us, O 
Lord our God.   

 
December 23                                                                 
 

O Virgo Virginum  O Virgin of virgins, how shall this be? 

For neither before thee was any seen like thee, nor shall there be 
after. Daughters of Jerusalem, why marvel ye at me? The thing 
which ye behold is divine.   

                            
 
                Giotto’s Ognissanti Madonna, 1310 


