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Priests into
poets

BY E. R. WICKHAM

URS is a functional society, a very
utilitarian, and a secular society. All of
which is to say that the meaning of man is
integrally related to what he does, and that
what he does must be necessary and mean-
ingful to society. So we understand a
doctor, a scientist, a motor mechanic, a
typist and a dustman—even an invalid, the
unemployed, the aged and the retired, who
can be defined in terms of being tempor-
arily or permanently beyond their function.
Were we living in an age of faith, in the
religious epoch of mankind, no function
would be more esteemed than that of the
priest, the elergyman and pastor. But what
of the priest in a secular society, or in a
society rapidly becoming secularised ? He
stands as the most ambiguous of men, not

only to those outside the Church where th

. stop to consider it, but to the priest himse
where he is most sensitive to the secular

world to which he is called to minister,
I well remember how this struck me as
§otmg priest when the war broke out in
I had been ordained only a fé'w

tou
e blnck-oﬁltl

months previously

Tyneside when

and killed dead
ish. The

108 ~ﬁu ‘and

uf. on a tin
ﬂ ol TS, opmd
~in th: market plncam: ‘the “kpirltual issues
of the war ”"—until the parish was laid flat
by bombing and I went as chaplain to the
largest of the Royal Ordnance factories.
But theres :‘tpanb'le here. What is the

of a priest in a secular society ?
The Ordinal ot the Prayer Book gives a
job-definition. . . . To read Holy Sc ptures

in the church. . To instruct the youth
in the catechism. . . . To baptise ants,
and to preach, . . ; To search for the sick
and poor people in the parish, . . . To

seek for Christ's Sheegi that are dispersed
abroad, and for his children in the midst
of this naughty world, that they may be
saved through Christ forever. It's all there
really, but what does it mean and how is it
done in our mass urban society, in a
Welfare State, in one that has lost deference
for the Church. and in a secular society
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that by definition finds the ** vertical dimen-
sion,” the idea of God, blurred if not
completely erased ? Here is the problem of
the priest.

OF course the problem of the contem-
porary Church is larger than the
problem of the minister. It is fashwmlble
—and I think true—to say that ultimately
the most crucial demand on the Church is
to produce and discover an active laity
whose faith is relevant to their secular life.
And the clergy are inseparable from that
task. But un eriymgI the ferment of new
thinking—in all the urches—are questi 1
that clergy have been asking about em
selves. Not all the clergy pe
enough to have made a unmudera
The most radical and costly ans
those questions were those giv
worker-priests in France from
the war. They answered the question uw’g
what a priest might be in the ind
proletarian, Communist monde ouvrier of
France, until they were suppresse
embarrassed Vatican. There is an
literature about t liaw crown
superb study *The Church %la_t!;nd
Society ” by Grigor Siefer (
man and Todd, , 258
worthy of the grandeur of lls subject. n ﬂne
historical work and a poignant study of the
ambiguity of priests seeking to discover a
relevant ministry in a secular society.
Inevitably in Britain the scene is less
dramatic—but the problem not less acute,
Indeed, it's more complex, more subtle,
Just because the lines between the Chu
and the world are harder to draw, the
illusion can be stronger, the problem for
the minister can be even more
It mmsd be li:utst;lnted bty an eeumeﬁli::ael_
symposium that has just ap
glaring for the Ministry of tﬁe 19‘?03" by
Herklots, James Whyte and Roim].
Sharp (SCM Press, 7s 6d). This book
says some wise things on the trainlnﬁn
ministers, but its general diffusion of i
and the hopes reposed in little
witness to our failure to measure up to the
problem. It says too many little, if useful,
things—and not sharply enough the few
things essential, to meet the‘demaml& upon
training for relevant ministry in a secular
world. Essentially the task is to mﬁ
to be poets and painters, who see
a rather different way, and interpret
therefore in a deeper way than we -
do. Then it means being alongside Ii.-
and articulating for them what they
might see, often mfunatiréﬁ tlmn,
times animating them c
possibilities.” Even the idea of the .
in the here-and-now, to use the m
Jjargon, might make sense. Be the 3
secular as hell, is no
this isn’t still necessary.
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