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My Dear People,  Letter From the Rector 
On Pentecost (Sunday 20 May), we shall 
be administering Holy Baptism at the 10 
am Solemn Mass to Nova Donna Free-
man (grand-niece of Ed Hooks), and Wil-
liam and Tristan Kinloch, whose parents 
Bo Kinloch and Jennifer Jones have re-
cently started attending the parish. I am 
looking forward eagerly to this joyful oc-
casion and urge everyone to make a point 
of attending and supporting the newly-
baptized and their families. 
 
This year, we have decided to try the ex-
periment of combining the Solemnity of 
Corpus Christi with Sunday School 

Recognition and the Parish Barbecue (on Sunday 3 June). 
In recent years, we had been spreading these events over 
several Sundays. Our hope is that bringing them together 
will allow us to make the day a truly joyful celebration 
culminating the choir season and Sunday School year 
before we relax the pace for the summer. 
 
This summer, we continue our joint celebrations of ma-
jor feasts with Saint John’s, Newport – and on two occa-
sions we shall be joining forces with the clergy and peo-
ple of All Saints, Ashmont (Boston) as well.  
 
—On Wednesday 31 May we shall celebrate the Visita-
tion of the Blessed Virgin Mary with Mass at Saint John’s 
at 6:30 pm. 
 
—On Sunday 5 August, we shall be offering a Solemn 
Evensong and Benediction on the Eve of the Transfig-
uration, with a visiting preacher from England: the Rev’d 
Canon Jeremy Haselock, who will be in residence in 
Newport during the month of August. Canon Haselock 
is a Chaplain to Her Majesty the Queen and recently re-
tired from his position as Canon Precentor at Norwich 
Cathedral. It will be a great joy to welcome him to S. Ste-
phen’s. (The clergy and people of both Saint John’s, 
Newport, and All Saints, Ashmont, have been invited to 
join us on this occasion.) 
 
—On Wednesday 15 August, both Saint John’s and S. 
Stephen’s are invited to All Saints, Ashmont, to keep the 
Assumption of the Blessed Virgin Mary. Closer to the 
time, we hope to organize transportation for members of 
S. Stephen’s to this joyous festival. 
 

Continued next page 

One of my seminary professors used to 
say that a key role of the ordained clergy 
is to “identify, proclaim, and celebrate” 
what God is doing in the life of the par-
ish, the Church, and the world. While at 
the time I was tempted to dismiss that 
saying as a trite cliché, over the years I 
have come to appreciate something of its 
profundity. 
 
His point was twofold. First, our empha-
sis needs to be not on what we are doing 
or are planning to do, but on what God is 
doing. This is not about us but about 
God. Our work as the Church depends 
on God for its success. Our task is to discern and co-
operate with what God is doing in our midst. And 
that discernment requires, first and foremost, a great 
deal of prayer.  
 
Second, we need to be positive. Instead of lamenting 
the passing of “the good old days” (which we inevita-
bly see through rose-colored glasses) and asking what 
has gone wrong, we need instead to ask what is right: 
What is going well? What do we have to celebrate? 
How is God blessing us? For what may we rightly give 
thanks in the life of our parish? And how is God call-
ing us to new forms of mission and ministry in His 
Name? 
 
Of course, we are also called to self-examination and 
repentance: seeking God’s forgiveness and one an-
other’s, understanding and learning from our mis-
takes. But we are not called to be negative. Few things 
are as destructive to a community’s life as negativity. 
Our life together needs to be marked by joy: “Identify, 
proclaim, and celebrate …” In this way only do we 
move forward and grow, both spiritually and, if God 
so wills, numerically as well. 
 
As I survey the life of our parish, I find much to cele-
brate. Our Easter Day Masses were well attended. 
During Lent and Eastertide, several new people have 
started coming to S. Stephen’s and have expressed 
interest in joining the parish. Sunday attendance has 
undergone an upturn with a number of visitors and 
guests coming through our doors. We need to pray 
God to continue to direct seekers our way and help us 
make them welcome and give them opportunities for 
growth in the Christian faith and life. 
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Like and follow us on Facebook @ 

https://www.facebook.com/
sstephensinprovidence/  

 
Visit our website @ www.sstephens.org 

SPECIAL SERVICES 

VISITATION OF THE BLESSED VIRGIN 
MARY 

Wednesday 31 May at 6:30 pm 
Saint John’s, Newport 

EVE OF THE TRANSFIGURATION:  
SOLEMN EVENSONG AND                

BENEDICTION 
Sunday 5 August at time TBD 
Saint Stephen’s, Providence 

with the Rev’d Canon Jeremy Haselock as  
preacher 

ASSUMPTION OF THE BLESSED       
VIRGIN MARY 

Wednesday 15 August at time TBD 
All Saints, Ashmont 

SCHEDULE OF SERVICES 

Sunday 
Morning Prayer & Low Mass 8 am 

Solemn High Mass 10 am 
 

Monday, Wednesday 
Evening Prayer 5:30 pm 

Low Mass 6 pm 

Tuesday, Thursday, Friday 
Noonday Prayer 12 pm 

Low Mass 12:10 pm 

Saturdays and Federal  
Public Holidays 

Morning Prayer 9:30 am 
Low Mass 10:00 am 

All welcome – Please join us 

Continued from previous page 
 
Finally, as another experiment, this summer I hope to 
organize an online book discussion group, using a plat-
form such as Google Hangouts or some similar vide-
oconferencing application. Why online? More and 
more, parking is a problem around S. Stephen’s during 
the day, and a good number of parishioners are unable 
to come out in the evening for a variety of reasons—
including, for some, family responsibilities and, for oth-
ers, reluctance to drive after dark. This technology al-
lows us all to participate from the comfort of our 
homes via computer, tablet, or smartphone. 
 
My proposal is to start with a book recently published 
by the Revs. Scott Gunn and Melody Shobe, Walk in 
Love: Episcopal Beliefs and Practices (Forward Movement, 
2018). Scott and Melody are both friends of mine, for-
mer clergy of the Diocese of Rhode Island (before 
moving elsewhere), and both have given Quiet Days at 
S. Stephen’s. This book will be particularly suitable for 
relative newcomers as an introduction to much of what 
we do and why.  
 
My hope is to get the group started during the month 
of June. If you are interested in participating, please let 
me know by email (at rector @ sste-
phens.necoxmail.com) as soon as possible. (I.e., Don’t 
count on me to remember if you tell me on Sunday!) 
Most online platforms support free videoconferencing 
by up to ten people, so that will be the limit; admission 
will be on a first-come, first-served basis. And don’t be 
intimidated by the technological aspect; it will be a 
learning experience for us all! 
 
Please keep up your attendance at S. Stephen’s during 
the summer. The fans will be deployed to keep us cool. 
If you are traveling, make the effort to attend a valid 
Mass in a local church. (If you have to attend a Roman 
Catholic or Orthodox Church, however, please be 
good guests and respect their Communion rules; make 
a “Spiritual Communion” if you need to.) If you would 
like recommendations on sound parishes, I am always 
happy to try to provide them. And I’m always interest-
ed in seeing bulletins and programs from the churches 
you attend during your travels! 
 
This letter comes with all best wishes and prayers for a 
relaxing and reinvigorating summer. I remain, faithfully, 
 
Your pastor and priest, 
 
Fr. John D. Alexander 
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standard English. 
Remembering him 
after his premature 
death at 58, Auden 
recalled, “for the 
first time in my life 
I felt myself in the 
presence of person-
al sanctity…. I felt 
myself transformed 
into a person who 
was incapable of 
doing or thinking 
anything base or 
unloving. (I later 
discovered he had 
had a similar effect 
on many people.)” 

At the time of this encounter, 
Auden was an atheist, and the 

meeting concerned editorial matters exclusively, 
but the impact stuck with him, as it did with so 
many men and women who encountered, and in 
many cases were mentored by, Charles Williams.  
 
Williams’s greatest desire was to be a major poet. 
He began writing verse under the influence of 
late 19th century Romantics such as Coventry 
Patmore, Francis Thompson, and W. B. Yeats in 
his early phase. As he matured, his style became 
more Modernist, and he began composing what 
he saw as his life’s work: a grand Arthurian epic, 
two volumes of which were published during his 
lifetime, and a third, fragmentary posthumous 
one. However, he is not remembered for his po-
etry. He penned plays and theological works, as 

 
 

Continued next page 
 

In many respects, 
Charles Walter 
Stansby Williams 
(1886-1945) is a link 
that ties the other 
converts in this se-
r i e s  t o ge t h e r . 
Friends with both 
C. S. Lewis and T. 
S. Eliot, he influ-
enced their work, 
and in turn was in-
fluenced by them. 
He was partly re-
sponsible for the 
conversion of W. 
H. Auden, who 
yearly reread his 
history of the Church, The Decent 
of the Dove (1939)—the title of 
which probably inspired Eliot’s image of “the 
dove descending” in the poem Little Gidding. Rose 
Macauley’s visionary Trebizond and mixture of be-
lief and doubt also owes much to Williams. Large-
ly self-educated, he dropped out of the University 
of London when his father’s failing eyesight ne-
cessitated his working to help support the family. 
He first worked at the Methodist New Connec-
tion Book Room in Holborn (London), then at 
the Oxford University Press at Amen House in 
London, then at Oxford during World War II. In 
Oxford, thanks to the influence of Lewis and Tol-
kien, he lectured at the university on Wordsworth 
and Milton, and was granted an honorary M. A. 
His effect on others was often electrifying despite 
his accent, which, in an era of class snobbery 
sounded Cockney to some (but was not); Eric 
Mascall pointed out that Williams’s rendition in a 
lecture of the first lines of Paradise Lost was actual-
ly closer to the way Milton spoke than modern 

SURPRISING CONVERSIONS: 
WRITERS WHO EMBRACED ORTHODOXY IN A SECULAR AGE 

Part 5: Charles Williams  
by Phoebe Pettingell 

Charles Williams 
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partly in reaction to scientific materialism.  Lewis 
was intrigued with magic before his atheist period. 
Eliot’s The Waste-Land refers to the Tarot deck, and 
Yeats belonged to The Order of the Golden 
Dawn—based on Rosicrucian ideas. A Christian 
branch, The Fellowship of the Rosy Cross, was 
soon founded by A. E. Waite (1857-1942), and Wil-
liams attached himself to it, along with various An-
glican clergy. Waite was the first to attempt a histo-
ry of occult practices not as a pathology of reli-
gion—primitive superstition or perversion of reli-
gious ideals— but as a form of mystic spirituality. 
Both Williams and Evelyn Underhill (1875-1941)—
whose books on Christian mysticism continue to be 
authoritative—belonged to his lodge at one point. 
It should be emphasized that Williams always 
guarded against the problematic side of such prac-
tices: black masses, summoning spirits, necromancy, 
and other devices to force the universe to the magi-
cian’s will. At some point, he seems to have given 
up involvement in occult societies, but what he 
learned in them informed his novels. War in Heaven 
pits a saintly Archdeacon, who discovers what may 
be the Holy Grail, and his friends against a Satanist 
and his cohorts. Many Dimensions (1930) involves the 
theft from its Persian guardians of the Stone of 
Suliemen (the Arabic name of King Solomon) 
which contains the Tetragrammaton (the four He-
brew letters of God’s name which must not be pro-
nounced) and the misuse of its powers to be multi-
plied indefinitely until one woman allows herself to 
sacrificially reunite it with the Divine. The Greater 
Trumps (1932) concerns the original of the Tarot 
cards—which originated in Egypt, were originally 
used in Europe for card games, and later for divina-
tion. Shadows of Ecstasy (1933) portrays an adept who 
can prolong his life indefinitely and who aims to 
rule the world.  
 
Although some have felt squeamish about this in-
terest in magic, it actually combines with Williams’s 
profound and original understanding of theology. 
The originality is not in his understanding—which 
is entirely orthodox—but in the metaphors and ex-
planations his books illustrate. His theological 
books are brilliant, but not the place for many read-
ers to start. He has odd quirks of style. God the Fa-

Continued from previous page 
 
money. His drama, Thomas Cranmer of Canterbury
was staged to great acclaim the year after T. S. Eli-
ot’s Murder in the Cathedral. He was an important 
literary critic. And he wrote seven novels, de-
scribed by Eliot as “Supernatural Thrillers,” begin-
ning with War in Heaven (1930), and ending with 
All Hallows’ Eve (1945).  
 
Williams never had a conversion on the order of 
the other subjects of this series. He was always a 
Christian, and possessed a broad tolerance for vari-
ous branches of the faith. At three he had tantrums 
if not taken to morning worship on Sundays. His 
parents and older sister were devout. The family 
had daily morning and evening prayer. But the fa-
ther had grown up in a militantly atheistic house-
hold and was only baptized so he could marry his 
wife—the daughter of a clergyman. From his fa-
ther, Williams developed a deep understanding of 
non-religious points of view. His mother’s brother 
was a fierce Anglo-Catholic writer, and Williams 
was deeply drawn to the ritual and transcendental 
view of the Church, which stood as a kind of con-
version from his more Protestant roots. As an 
adult, he attended the Church of Saint Silas Martyr 
in Camden Town, a center of Anglo-Catholicism.  
He is still honored there.  
 
As a young man, he was also fascinated by the oc-
cult. The late 19th and early 20th centuries revived 
in many people an interest in the supernatural—

Library at Amen Court, London 



 

 

ther is usually called “Omnipotence,” while God 
the Son is “Massias.” One should probably begin 
exploring Williams with his final two novels: De-
scent into Hell (1937) and All Hallows’ Eve (1945). In 
A Purgatorial Flame: Seven British Writers in the Second 
World War (1990), Sebastian Knowles traces the 
influence of the Battle of Britain on the imagery in 
literature of that period. In one of his most striking 
passages, Williams wrote: 
 

It has certainly been thought, but the spec-
ulation is that of dreamers, that in the year 
of our great danger the grand attack of our 
enemies succeeded; that London and Eng-
land perished; and that we who then died 
entered it together and live there till we 
have wrought out our salvation—to enjoy 
(purgatorially) a freedom unpermitted on 
earth. (All Hallows’ Eve, p. 45) 

 
Both novels examine in depth the notion of living 
into Purgatory—the place of preparation for the 
fullness of life promised by Christ’s resurrection so 
that those aspects of ourselves which prevent us 
from becoming the people we were created to be 
can be purged away.  
 
Williams made three major contributions to theol-
ogy. The first, in his role as editor, was to intro-

duce the Danish thinker, Søren Kirkegaard, to Eng-
lish-speaking readers. Kirkegaard introduced 
(among many other concepts) the paradox that we 
can be both doubters and believers at the same 
time, a crucial aspect of Modernist thinking. The 
second was Williams’s belief that when we fall truly 
in love we are granted a vision of the beloved as 
God sees him or her, and that our love allows us to 
enter more fully into that of the Creator. He de-
rived this idea from Dante’s Divine Comedy, in which 
the poet emerges from his tour of hell and purgato-
ry, where his guide has been the Roman epic writer 
Vergil, to heaven where Beatrice—the woman he 
loved from afar and whose death he continues to 
mourn—takes over. Dante’s adoration of her 
makes him capable of embracing the joys of heav-
en. Christian thought has through the ages offered 
two paths: the via negativa in which one empties 
oneself and all worldly concerns to be filled with 
God’s presence (e.g., Saint John of the Cross’s 
Dark Night of the Soul) and the via positiva in which 
the love of others and of God’s creation becomes a 
reflection of the Divine (e.g., Julian of Norwich’s 
Revelations of Divine Love). Williams called his under-
standing “Romantic theology,” and it is an example 
of the second way. However, both he and T. S. Eli-
ot (who is generally associated with the negative 
way) understood that both ways are necessary, not 
only in general but to the individual, and their de-
pictions of purgatorial situations are brilliant expo-
sitions of the negative way. Both men were inspired 
by women they loved but felt they could not have. 
After the failure of his unhappy marriage, Eliot ide-
alized Emily Hale, a woman he had known in his 
youth, but felt he could never possess while his 
wife lived. Williams had a similar experience, alt-
hough his concept of Romantic theology dated to 
his marriage to Florence Conway in 1917. But in 
1924, a young woman, Phyllis Jones, was hired as 
librarian at Amen House. To his shock, Williams 
found himself in love with her, and at first she re-
turned his love, though he refused to break his 
marriage vows. Eventually, she took up with anoth-
er editor there, and then entered an unsatisfactory 

 
 

Continued next page 

Collotype of Bomb Damage During World War 
II to Amen House, Oxford 

by Randolph Schwabe  
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see how much of Williams’s devotion remained, 
and for many years he suffered torments over her, 
even as his disillusionment with her nature became 
more clearsighted.  
 
Williams’s third, and potentially most important 
contribution is the doctrine of co-inherence. The 
term comes from Patristic theology and describes 
the relationship between the human and divine na-
tures of Christ. Williams extended it to embrace 
the ideal relationships between all parts of God’s 
creation, including human beings. Among his 
friends, he founded “the Order of the Companions 
of Co-Inherence.” He decided that Saint Paul’s 
dictum “Bear one another’s burdens, and so fulfill 
the law of Christ” (Galatians 6:2) was to be taken 
literally. Hence, if A was suffering from anxiety 
over some circumstance, s/he could “exchange” 
the worry with B who would take it on. B would 
better be able to carry it, because unaffected by the 
situation, while A felt relief because the other had 
taken it on. Williams sometimes extended this to 
physical illnesses, believing when his wife began to 
have back problems that she was vicariously suffer-
ing for their son’s depression and nerves. Some 
people dismiss this idea out of hand. However, 
others, myself included, are convinced it works.  
 
Descent into Hell opens in a London suburb named 
Battle Hill—the site of much fighting throughout 
English history, though now an upscale place for 
the well-to-do. Peter Stanhope, a poet and drama-
tist modeled somewhat on Eliot, is reading his new 
verse play, a pastorale, to the local drama club 
which hopes to produce it. Among the hopefuls is 
a young woman tending a dying grandmother, 
Pauline Anstruther. Both she and the old woman 
are descendants of a Protestant martyr burned in 
the reign of Mary Tudor. The tumult of the past 
affects Battle Hill in various ways. A workman who 
committed suicide when the houses were being 
built wanders its streets which, to him, are still 
filled with the unfinished scaffolding at the time of 
his death. He cannot see the present owner of the 
house where he hanged himself—a self-centered 

historian of the battles that took place there, but 
the living man and the dead one have mysterious 
connections nonetheless. The historian, Lawrence 
Wentworth, dreams of descending along a rope—
related to the rope used by the suicide. Pauline 
keeps catching glimpses of her double 
(Doppelgänger), which frightens her so her life be-
comes a burden. Many of the characters have con-
versations with Lily Sammile, who promises to ful-
fill their dreams. She is in fact Lilith—a figure 
from the Babylonian Talmud, Adam’s first wife 
before the creation of Eve. Williams posits that the 
sin of Gomorrah—Sodom’s twin city of the 
plain—was not perverted sexual love, but self-love: 
the refusal to risk hurt and failure, and to retreat 
into fantasy in which one takes the place of God 
and others are one’s imaginary creations. Went-
worth has been spurned by a young woman with 
whom he was infatuated (based on Williams’s own 
obsession with Phyllis Jones). Lilith provides a suc-
cubus like her, only subservient to her lover. This 
becomes the path to damnation, which, as in Dan-
te, is a continual and hopeless repetition without 
end. Pauline could go the same way, and almost 
does, but she is saved by Stanhope who teaches 
her the doctrine of co-inherence, and by her 
grandmother’s love, which is not possessive, but a 
reflection of God’s acceptance of “what is,” rather 
than wanting what one cannot have. Arguably Wil-
liams’s greatest novel, Descent into Hell works on 

Saint Silas Martyr, Kentish Town, London  
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many different levels: one being a portrait of a 
society on the brink of war, another being a clear-
er understanding of the states (rather than places) 
of hell, purgatory, and heaven.  
 
All Hallows’ Eve opens with a young woman, 
Lester Furnival, standing on London Bridge sur-
veying a deserted city. The war has recently end-
ed, but gradually she realizes that she is dead, 
killed when an airplane crashed nearby. Presently, 
she encounters the friend, Evelyn, whom she had 
planned to meet, also killed in the same accident. 
Evelyn chatters endlessly to ward off knowledge 
of what has happened. Lester tries to come to 
terms with her situation and the empty city. Her 
husband works for the Foreign Office, and he 
has been asked to look into a person recently 
come from America—Simon LeClerc—who at-
tracted numerous followers there. Similar figures 
are operating in China and Russia, and the gov-
ernment wants to ascertain whether they repre-
sent a new kind of leadership of the post-war 
world. Simon is an occult figure who has learned 
to reduce words to sounds of power to control 
people. He has divided himself in three—hence 
the similar creatures in other countries. He has 
even mastered the pronunciation of the reversed 
Tetragrammaton, which destroys, even as its vo-
calization in proper order by God created all 
things (much of Williams’s occult material is 
based on Jewish folklore). The novel’s plot is 
gripping as various characters work out their cre-
ation or destruction, both in this life and in the 
next. But its greatness is the profound depiction 
of the City of God coexisting with the battered 
London. Despite Williams’s use of the occult I 
know of no other writer who better illustrates 
that salvation requires us to face up to reality, 
which proves to be stranger and more wonderful 
than we can easily imagine, yet at the same time 
painful and entailing many sacrifices.  
 
All Hallows’ Eve came with an introduction by T. 
S. Eliot. Williams seemed to be at the height of 
his powers, teeming with ideas for new works, 
with his marriage mended and the possibility of 
becoming a lecturer at Oxford. But his health had 

never been strong. The poverty of his childhood 
had ruined his intestines and left him prone to ad-
hesions. Forgetting to eat regular meals exacerbat-
ed his condition. On May 14, 1945, he felt such 
pain that he checked into a hospital for emergency 
surgery. He died the next morning at 58, leaving 
his friends devastated. C. S. Lewis, who based the 
hero of That Hideous Strength on Williams, be-
lieved that his friend was now recognizing the fa-
miliarity and wonder of that heavenly city he had 
understood as well as any living writer. This under-
standing, in turn, continued to dramatically affect 
the later works of C. S. Lewis, T. S. Eliot, W. H. 
Auden, and Rose Macaulay.  
 
 

 

COME TO THE PARISH BBQ ON 
CORPUS CHRISTI. 

ALL ARE WELCOME AND  
INVITED! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
SUNDAY JUNE 3 

FOLLOWING 10 AM SOLEMN MASS 
Please RSVP to Susan in the Parish Office at 

421-6702, Ext. 1 or  
office@sstephens.necoxmail.com 
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We are approaching 
the Solemnity of Cor-
pus Christi in early 
June. To be perfectly 
honest, this used not 
to be a service that 
caught my attention 
in the past, but in re-
cent years it has be-
come an important 
focus of my faith.  
 
As I began to re-
search The Guild of 
All Souls I learned a 
lot. The Guild was 
founded in England 
in 1873 as a Prayer 
Guild that offered the 
Mass of Communion, 
highlighting two doc-
trines in the Creed: 
the Communion of 
Saints (both here and 
beyond), and the Res-
urrection of the 
Dead. The American 
branch of the Guild 
was granted autono-
my in 1889.  
 
There is a painting by 
Thomas Noyes Lewis (1862-1946) that is frequent-
ly used in materials for the Annual Requiem. It is 
called “The Place of Meeting.” It was painted 
shortly after World War I. A copy of it hangs in the 
hallway of our Guild House leading to the church. 
It caught my eye because it depicts the uniformed 
souls lost in war gathering around the altar during a 
requiem mass.  
 
 

As a novice genealogy 
buff, I have discov-
ered a long line of 
Christian people 
throughout  the cen-
turies in my family 
tree. Some of them 
were forced to emi-
grate or flee because 
of religious intoler-
ance. When I partake 
of the elements at 
Communion, I have a 
vivid picture in my 
mind. I see all my an-
cestors who have 
served their countries, 
along with the rest of 
my family and dear 
friends who have 
gone before. They 
helped shape me into 
the person I have be-
come, and their lives 
serve to guide my 
continual growth.  
 
Our monthly Requi-
em for the Departed 
(generally held on the 
first Monday of each 
month at 6 pm) is for 

me a joyous but solemn occasion where we gather 
to profess our belief in the Resurrection of Jesus 
Christ and the life in the world to come. I cherish 
this monthly reunion where, in the words of the 
Post-Communion prayer: “we are very members 
incorporate in the mystical Body of thy Son, the 
blessed company of all faithful people; and are 
also heirs through hope of thy everlasting king-
dom.”  

  

REUNION 
by Nancy Gingrich 

The Place of Meeting  
by Thomas Noyes Lewis (1862-1946) 
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Every year we mark the transition from Easter-
tide / Ascensiontide to Ordinary Time, “the 
Green Season” (so-called on account of its green 
vestments) by way of three great festivals cele-
brated on successive Sundays: Pentecost, Trinity 
Sunday, and the Corpus Christi. It is an exciting 
time in the liturgical calendar, with baptisms, pro-
cessions, and lots of special hymns. Preaching on 
these occasions is both a joy and a challenge. One 
disadvantage of posting sermons online after they 
have been preached is that their moment has al-
ready passed and we have usually moved on to 
anticipating what comes next. So, in what follows, 
I offer some lightly edited and abridged versions 
of sermons from past years in the hope of stimul- 

 
 
 
 

ating thought, prayer, and reflection in prepara-
tion for this year’s celebrations. 
 
Tongues to Speak and Ears to Hear 
 
In my first year at Virginia Theological Seminary, 
we were required to take a course in homiletics—
i.e., preaching. The sessions followed a strict for-
mat. Each time we met in the Francis Scott Key 
Chapel, one of us gave a sermon, and the rest lis-
tened. We were not allowed to take notes. When 
the sermon was over, we sat in silence for five 

 
 

Continued next page 

PENTECOST – TRINITY – CORPUS CHRISTI   
by Fr. John D. Alexander 

Pentecost, 1732 
     by Jean II Restout  (1692–1768)  
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bered. Then we each read back to the preacher 
what we had heard. During this time, the preach-
er had to remain silent – even though there were 
many moments when that person wanted nothing 
more than to jump up and exclaim, “No! That’s 
not what I said! You got it all wrong! That’s not 
what I meant!” 
 
It was excellent training. We discovered how 
great the discrepancy can be between what we say 
and what others hear. As the semester pro-
gressed, however, this gap between things said 
and things heard narrowed somewhat, though not 
completely. It was good practice in learning how 
to get our message across clearly. And it was even 
better practice in learning to listen. 
 
It can be very difficult to hear what others are 
saying. Conversely, we may often sense that no 
matter how insistently we speak out, we are not 
being heard, listened to, or understood. We come 
from different backgrounds that engender differ-
ent mindsets and worldviews. Sometimes we use 
the same words to mean completely different 
things. The New Testament scholar G.B. Caird 
once remarked on the difficulties of translating 
ancient biblical languages: so much depends on 
contexts and frameworks of meaning. Caird not-
ed that if someone says, “I’m mad about my flat,” 
it helps to know whether the speaker is British or 
American. If British, the speaker is likely express-
ing enthusiasm about an apartment; but if Ameri-
can, possibly expressing frustration with a punc-
tured tire. 
 
One much-discussed feature of postmodernity is 
that even when we are formally speaking the 
same language we often fail to understand one 
another because we are effectively speaking dif-
ferent languages. In both the Church and in the 
wider society, when liberals and conservatives, 
progressives and traditionalists, try to debate the 
hot-button issues, the result is often miscommu-
nication and frustration because each subculture 
has its own code-words and phrases, its own nar-

ratives, its own interpretive framework for under-
standing what others are saying. Add up the diffi-
culties that result from differences in upbringing, 
geography, ethnicity, education, race, and class, and 
we may well despair of ever being able to com-
municate effectively. 
 
The story of Pentecost describes a miracle of hear-
ing and understanding. When the Holy Spirit de-
scends, two things happen. First, the apostles gath-
ered in the Upper Room are empowered to pro-
claim the Gospel publicly. Second, pilgrims gath-
ered in Jerusalem from many nations miraculously 
hear the apostles speaking to them in their own 
native languages. 
 
Some biblical commentators point out that Pente-
cost is a symbolic reversal of the confusion of 
tongues at the Tower of Babel in Genesis 11. 
There, all human beings speak the same language 
until they attempt to build a tower that will reach 
heaven. On account of the pride and presumption 
of this project, God confuses their speech so that 
they no longer understand one another; they sub-
sequently scatter over the face of the earth. On the 
Day of Pentecost, however, the Holy Spirit de-
scends in a rush of wind and tongues of fire to 
overcome this linguistic alienation that separates 
the earth’s nations and peoples. Suddenly, they all 
hear. They all understand. Such a miracle is neces-
sary if the Church is to fulfill its mission to preach 
the Good News of Jesus Christ to the ends of the 
earth. From the day of Pentecost until today, and 
indeed for all time, the spread of Christianity re-
quires a continual work of translation. The truth of 
the Gospel is universal, and yet it must always be 
rendered anew into idioms that its hearers can un-
derstand in the places where they live. This process 
is sometimes called “enculturation,” and it applies 
not only to translating the Scriptures into new lan-
guages, but also to finding new ways to express the 
truths of the Christian faith in the musical, liturgi-
cal, artistic, architectural, and literary forms of the 
diverse cultures where the Gospel is preached and 
received.  
 
Pentecost remains an ever-present possibility. The 
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Holy Spirit descends and enables us to overcome 
our insularity and deafness. Perhaps you have had 
the experience of working hard to express your-
self, to get another person to understand what 
you are trying to say, and your frustration is 
building and you’re on the verge of giving up – 
and then suddenly the other person exclaims, 
“Oh, I get it! What you’re saying is …” Then they 
summarize the point you have been trying to 
make so well that you can only respond, “Yes, 
that’s it! I couldn’t have said it better myself.” 
 
One mark of the Holy Spirit’s presence is the 
ability to engage in such grace-filled conversation: 
to speak and be heard, to listen and to under-
stand. This is more than a human achievement 
reflecting effective communications skills 
(important as they are). The Holy Spirit empow-
ers us not only to speak, but also to listen and to 
hear what others are saying – and to know that 
we are being listened to and heard as well. We 
pray, then, the Holy Spirit to give us ears to hear 
and tongues to speak God’s Word and God’s 
Truth. 
 
(Adapted from a sermon preached on Whitsunday, 2011) 

 
We Could Never have Figured it out for  
Ourselves 
 
About twenty-five years ago, when I was serving 
as Curate in my first parish out of seminary, my 
Rector had me conduct the adult confirmation 
class. Among the instructional materials was a 
booklet containing the Prayer Book Catechism. 
An appendix in the back contained the texts of 
the Apostles Creed, the Nicene Creed, and the 
Athanasian Creed. 
 
The week before the session dealing with the Ho-
ly Trinity, I suggested that the participants look at 
the Athanasian Creed to get some inkling of the 
Church’s classical formulation of the doctrine. If 
you’ve ever read the Athanasian Creed, you know 
that it piles on a series of affirmations and nega-
tions about the three Persons of the Holy Trinity 
in somewhat technical theological language. It’s 

well worth reading and reflection; though for be-
ginners it helps to have a good commentary to ex-
plain the terminology and to locate it in its histori-
cal context. 
 
When we met together a week later, one of the 
more intelligent members of the class declared in-
credulously: “I read the Athanasian Creed several 
times, and I’ve got only one question: How could 
he have possibly known all that? How can anyone 
know all that?” It was one of those rare occasions 
when the perfect answer came to me on the spot 
rather than in the shower the next morning. With-
out missing a beat, I replied: “He knew because 
God told him so!” 
 
I gave that answer only half in jest. In the thir-
teenth century, Saint Thomas Aquinas observed 
that even in the absence of knowledge of the Bible 
and the Church’s teachings, pagan philosophers 
had been able to arrive at much of the truth about 
God by the exercise of natural reason and reflec-
tion on human experience of the world. They were 
able to figure out that there exists one God who is 
the creator of the universe and giver of a moral law 
that all people are able to discern by the inner 
promptings of conscience. This natural knowledge 
is accessible in principle to people of all religions 
and none, and it supplies the foundation of dia-
logue and potential agreement on shared beliefs 
and values among different religious and philo-
sophical traditions. 
 
But, Aquinas continued, natural reason can take us 
only so far. We could never figure out for our-
selves the deepest truths of God’s nature and be-
ing; God had to reveal those truths to us.  
 
Something similar goes for much of our interper-
sonal knowledge. Even when we’re saying nothing,  
we can learn much about others simply by obser-
vation. But there comes a point when, if we really 
want to get to know someone, we need to sit down 
and talk. We need to open up and tell each other 
about ourselves. There is no substitute for the spo- 
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ken word in this process 
of mutual self-disclosure. 
 
Just so, said Aquinas, God has revealed himself in 
his Word, recorded in the Holy Scriptures. So 
much we could never have figured out for our-
selves: his calling of Israel as his chosen people; 
his reconciliation of fallen humanity to himself by 
the Incarnation, death, and Resurrection of his 
Son Jesus Christ; and, most of all, his eternal be-
ing as one God in Three Persons—the Father, 
the Son, and the Holy Spirit—the holy and undi-
vided Trinity. All these truths we could never 
have figured out for ourselves; God had to tell us. 
 
The doctrine of the Holy Trinity is the end prod-
uct of the Church’s sustained reflection over sev-
eral centuries on what God has revealed of him-
self in Scripture. In certain places in the New 
Testament, Jesus prays to God as his Father; in 

other places he declares 
that he and the Father 
are one, or indeed that he 
is himself God. In other 

places, Jesus speaks about the Spirit whom the Fa-
ther will send in his name, who searches the depths 
of God, who makes Jesus present in his Church, 
and who leads the disciples into all truth. Frederick 
Buechner aptly describes the early Christian experi-
ence of God as irreducibly threefold or triune: 
God beyond us (the Father); God beside us (the 
Son); God within us (the Holy Spirit). 
 
By the end of the fourth century, the Church had 
formulated the doctrine of the Holy Trinity as a set 
of linguistic guidelines for speaking about God 
without falling into errors that distorted the truth 
of God’s self-revelation. On one hand, the Church 
needed to guard against tritheism, a belief in three 
gods, which would have signaled a headlong rever-
sion back into paganism. On the other hand, the 
Church needed to insist on the distinct identities 
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and mutual equality of the Father, the Son, and 
the Holy Spirit. It eventually arrived at the formu-
la of “one God in three Persons.” All three share 
the same divine nature; all three are distinct in 
their mutual relations with one another.  
 
Moreover, the Christian theological tradition dis-
cerned that these mutual relations among the 
three divine Persons (begetting, being begotten, 
and proceeding) are above all relations of self-
giving love. In this respect Christianity is unique. 
Judaism rightly affirms that God is one and holy. 
Islam rightly affirms that God is great, all-
powerful, merciful, and compassionate. But only 
Christianity takes the further step of affirming 
that God is love (I John 4:8). The doctrine of the 
Trinity teaches that love—the love that consti-
tutes the relations among the three Persons, “the 
love that makes the world go round”—is God’s 
very nature or essence. 
 
From before time began, until after the end of 
time as we know it, God is one God in three Per-
sons: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. We could nev-
er have figured this out for ourselves. But we did-
n’t have to. God has revealed it to us. As Aquinas 
put it: “I believe whate’er the Son of God hath told; 
What the Truth hath spoken, that for Truth I hold.” 
 
(Adapted from a Sermon preached on Trinity Sunday, 
2017) 
 
The God who Gives Himself 
 
At the heart of the Christian Gospel is the Good 
News that God became one of us to reconcile us 
to himself and to one another through his Death 
and Resurrection. The Incarnation—God the Son 
coming down from heaven and uniting human 
nature to himself in the womb of the Blessed Vir-
gin Mary—is a divine gift of amazing generosity 
and love.  
 
In a well-known passage in his Letter to the Phi-
lippians, Saint Paul describes the self-emptying 
and self-abasement of the Son of God: “who, 
though he was in the form of God, did not count equality 

with God a thing to be grasped, but emptied himself, taking 
the form of a servant, being born in the likeness of 
men. And being found in human form he humbled himself 
and became obedient unto death, even death on a 
cross.” This self-emptying—the Greek word is keno-
sis—is the prerequisite to his glorification. 
“Therefore,” Paul writes—and that “therefore” is 
pivotal to the passage’s meaning—“God has highly 
exalted him and bestowed on him the name which is above 
every name, that at the name of Jesus every knee should 
bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every 
tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God 
the Father.” 
 
The Incarnate Lord manifests this same self-
emptying love when he gives himself to his disci-
ples in his Body and Blood. He makes his saving 
Death and Resurrection present and available in all 
times and places by means of the simple signs of 
bread and wine, the material elements of human 
nourishment and delight. So we have a double 
movement of divine self-giving. Without in any 
way diminishing the infinite gulf separating the 
Creator from his creatures, God makes himself 
present and available to us as a human being, Jesus 
of Nazareth, who in turn makes himself present 
and available to us in the Blessed Sacrament. 
 
Every day, on hundreds of thousands of altars all 
over the world, Christ continues to give himself to 
us in this Sacrament just as he once gave himself to 
us in the Virgin’s womb, and indeed on the cross. 
As Aidan Nichols, O.P. puts it: Christ continues 
“to pour himself out, as the celebrant pours the 
wine into the chalice, and to distribute himself as 
his priests distribute the Host to innumerable disci-
ples.” We worship a God whose very métier is self-
giving. 
 
The feast of Corpus Christi proper falls on a 
Thursday. It comes every year exactly nine weeks 
after Maundy Thursday, for reasons that will soon 
become clear. Since 1969, however, the option has 
existed of transferring it to the following Sunday 
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our custom here at S. Stephen’s. 
 
The feast is of comparatively recent origin, dating 
back to the thirteenth century. It was conceived 
in Flanders by Juliana of Liège, a Norbertine can-
oness of great holiness. In her youth, Juliana had 
a vision of the moon partially eclipsed by a dark 
spot. She discerned that the moon represented 
the Church reflecting the light of Christ to the 
world. The shadow represented the absence of 
any feast in the Church calendar celebrating the 
Lord’s gift of the Sacrament of his Body and 
Blood above and beyond the commemoration of 
the Last Supper on Maundy Thursday. Every year 
during Holy Week the Church recalls the Institu-

tion of the Eucharist, but always in the con-
text of the Lord’s impending betrayal and 
death. The Maundy Thursday Mass is al-
ways celebrated at night, as was the original 
Last Supper as described in Saint John’s 
Gospel. There, night symbolizes the dark-
ness of human sin that brings Jesus to the 
cross. 
 
Juliana recognized the need for another 
Thursday on which to celebrate the gift of 
the Eucharist in the light of day—the day-
light symbolizing the joy of Resurrection, 
Ascension, and Pentecost. Although she 
kept her vision secret for some twenty 
years, when it finally came to the attention 
of her bishop, Robert of Liège, he ordered 
the celebration of Corpus Christi in his dio-
cese on the Thursday following Trinity Sun-
day beginning in 1246. Eighteen years later, 
in 1264, Pope Urban IV, who had served as 
Archdeacon in Liège, instituted Corpus 
Christi as a feast for the entire Western 
Church. He commissioned Saint Thomas 
Aquinas to write the Office and Mass for its 
celebration – including the wonderful se-
quence Lauda Sion Salvatorem, sung during 
the Gospel Procession. 
 
So, we round off another choir season and 

program year on a note of victory and triumph. By 
the power of the Holy Spirit, the Risen and As-
cended Christ remains present with his people in 
the Blessed Sacrament of his Body and Blood. We 
conclude this Mass with a solemn Procession and 
Benediction calling to mind the procession of the 
pilgrim Church on earth through history, sharing 
the blessings of the Gospel with all people, until 
Christ comes again to gather all creation into his 
kingdom and to bring us to our final destination in 
the light of God’s glory. 
 
(Adapted from a Sermon given on the Solemnity of Corpus 
Christi, 2017. Key ideas and images in this sermon came 
from Aidan Nichols, O.P., Year of the Lord’s Favour: 
A Homiliary for the Roman Lectionary, Vol. 1, pp. 
209-211.)  

Icon of the Holy Trinity, c. 1400 
   by Andrei Rublev (c. 1360–c.1428)  
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quodlibet (kwäd′lə bet′) n [ME fr. ML quodlibetum, fr. L quodlibet, fr. qui who, what + libet it pleases, fr. 
libere to please] 1. a piece of music combining several different melodies, usually popular tunes, in counterpoint 

and often a light-hearted, humorous manner - Merriam Webster 

For the last time 
this calendar year, I 
wish to thank all 
those who have 
made contributions 
to the Special Mu-
sic Fund. Indeed, 
the last three choral 
masses of the sea-
son have been en-
hanced by these 
gifts. 
 
I was made even 
more aware of these gifts to-
day, Mother's Day, with our 
outdoor procession in honor of 
Our Lady, up and down George Street and the 
sounds of the grand old French hymn “Daily, dai-
ly,” sung to the text “Ye who own the faith of Je-
sus,” all fresh and rinsing around my brain (it’s one 
of those things that once heard sticks with you for 
weeks and weeks like glue or “I can't give you any-
thing but love, baby”). A prominent visitor was ex-
tremely touched by our efforts, which were coordi-
nated by tenor and trombonist Grant Randall. This 
and all the music of the brass quartet was given in 
memory of Homer C. Shirley, III, late Junior War-
den; as this gift was unsolicited it was all the dearer. 
 
Next Sunday, Pentecost, the Schola Cantorum will be 
joined by a quartet of baroque instru-
ments, comprised of strings and oboe. The Mass of 
choice Missa Veni Sancte Spiritus of Georg Philipp 
Telemann (1681 - 1767) is parodied on the Pente-
cost Plainchant on that title. It seems the Lutheran 
tradition for which Telemann was writing tradition-

ally only con-
tains the Kyrie and 
Gloria movements. 
As I was pondering 
this programming 
conundrum, I asked 
Peter Gibson, bass, 
if he had thoughts 
about cobbling to-
gether a Mass using 
these two parts. 
Without missing a 
beat, Peter prof-
fered up the name 

Jan Dismas Zelenka (1679 - 
1745), well thought of Czech 
composer but not in the fore-

front of my thought! I was lucky to find missing 
Sanctus and Agnus Dei movements by Zelenka in the 
correct key and mode - a perfect match, by that 
composers with almost identical birth/death dates 
and harmonic syntax and a valuable addition to our 
repertoire. 
 
In addition, a gift was recently received for the last 
choral Mass of the season to help underwrite Cor-
pus Christi Mass, our last choral offering of the 
season, and was given simply in Thanksgiving. A 
thoughtful way to close the calendar year. 
 
A few news items of interest from within the Scho-
la. 
 
Devon Russo was admitted to the doctoral 
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Georg Philipp Telemann 
by Valentin Daniel Preisler (1717-1765) 
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Degree Doctor of Musical Arts. This will entail 
notably no small amount of writing and scholar-
ship and a godly amount of performing as well. 
We’ll be kept apprised of the public events, I’m 
certain. 
 
My aide-de-camp tenor, Jason Connell, (he en-
ters with me most Sundays and turns pages at 
the organ) has had a busy year with various free-
lance engagements, including recording with 
Odyssey Opera under the baton of Gil Rose.  
 
Jason writes, “I’ll be on tour with Labyrinth 
Choir in Europe at the beginning of July, post-
ing our flag in Venice, Vienna and Prague. I’m 
forecasting that my happiest/nerdiest moment 
will be singing Monteverdi at St. Mark’s Basilica 

in Venice, the church where he held tenure for 
three decades. We also just wrapped recording 
for a new CD to be released soon; a variety of 
works, mostly of living composers and heavily 
featuring Latvian composer Eriks Esevalds and 
a piece of his commissioned by the choir.” 

 

Jason Connell, tenor 

It is my pleasure to welcome tenor Marshall 
Richards. Marshall moved to Providence two 
years ago from New Orleans where he lived in 
the French Quarter on Bourbon Street and 
made his living as a street performer under the 
name New Orleans Opera Guy. Since moving 
to the area he has pursued the same line of work 
in Boston under the name Boston Opera Guy 
and has been featured in The Boston Globe, 
WCVB Channel 5: Chronicle, and The Harvard 
Crimson. A two time alumnus of The Bach In-
stitute of Boston’s Emmanuel Music, this sum-
mer Marshall will perform the role of Tamino in 
Mozart's The Magic Flute at the Nahant Music 
Festival. He first sang the role last summer in 
Germany at The Berlin Opera Academy. A na-
tive of Mobile, Alabama, Marshall is a graduate 
of the University of South Alabama, where his 
degree was in vocal performance. Marshall is 
unfailingly early to our work, which I consider a 
cardinal virtue! 
 
As I think of the stacks of music and yellow 
lined lists on my desk while planning the forth-
coming season, I must remark that it’s a boon to 
have one’s creativity so encouraged. The pursuit 
of excellence in church music is a most worth-
while undertaking. 
 
With that, I leave you. 
Yours, James 

Marshall Richards, operatic busking in Brattle Square  
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