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St David’s Day, the first of March, frosty and sunny. The cold, clear spell continues. Two weeks ago the daffodils beside the church drive were about to open into blossom, but the frosts have held them back. Only a single little snowdrop peeked forth.


So we had no daffodils to bless at this morning’s Mass. No-one brought any leeks either, although a few will turn up with shamrock on St Patrick’s Day.


At Morning Prayer we tried to sing “O Great St David, still we hear thee call us,” but I made rather a hash of it. My Lancashire Catholic education of the fifties and sixties was defective in some areas. We knew “Hail glorious St Patrick” off by heart, but only recently have I learnt St George’s hymn: “Leader now on earth no longer.” I don’t know “Great St Andrew” at all. 


Why was the Vatican II emphasis on inculturation was followed by a period in which the patron saints of these islands were ignored, and their hymns scrubbed from the hymnals?


Great St David has a splendid chorus: “On Cambria’s sons stretch out thy hands in blessing; for our dear land thy help we now implore. Lead us to God, with humble hearts confessing, Jesus Lord and King for evermore.” 


My half-Celtic blood is Irish not Welsh, but I’ve spent many a holiday walking in Snowdonia, and exploring the North Wales coast. A few years ago I rode the motorbike to Fishguard and back, calling at the ruined Cistercian abbey of Strata Florida near Aberystwyth. 


Strata Florida (Ystrad Fflur) lies close to the village of Pontrhydfendigaid, “the bridge of the blessed ford.” It was a Norman foundation, a daughter house of Whitland. The abbey became a notable centre of Welsh scholarship, and the burial place of many Welsh princes. It was taken over by Owain Glyndwr during his war of independence against the English kings. Small, simple, remote and tranquil.


Monasteries, holy wells, hermits and saints’ shrines figured large in ancient Welsh Catholicism.


A few miles further on, down winding single track lanes hedged by blossoming May hawthorn, I found the church of Llandewi Brefi (Ceredigion). Here about 545 AD St David (Dewi Sant) presided at a synod to condemn the Pelagian heresy. 

Dewi Sant was nicknamed the water-drinker, because at Mynyw, his major foundation (St David’s) the monks drank no wine or beer, but only water, with occasionally a little milk. They lived on bread, vegetables and salt, and washed in cold baths. They worked their land without the help of cattle or oxen, and lived in silence. Their severe austerity won them great respect. For them, life was one long Lent. . . . 


To turn to our Sunday readings, last week we saw Jesus fasting and praying in the desert for forty days. Alarmingly, He was afflicted with diabolical temptations and visions, as Satan tried to divert Him from the Messianic role the Father desired for Him. Traditionally this testing took place near Jericho upon the Mount of Temptations. 

The Gospel ended with the ominous words: “And when the devil had ended every temptation, he departed from Him until an opportune time.” Satan departs, only to return at Christ’s “hour of darkness,” when Judas betrays Him, and He stands friendless arraigned before Caiaphas and Pilate.


The Gospel for the Second Sunday of Lent also points towards the Crucifixion, but in a different way. This time, Jesus is not alone, tempted, at rock bottom, but transfigured in glory upon the holy mountain of Tabor. He appears as the one predicted by all the prophets, symbolised by Elijah. The presence of Moses reveals Him as the new and greater Lawgiver. The heavenly voice declares His identity: “This is My Son, the Chosen One. Listen to Him.”


The Transfiguration, a taste of Jesus’ divine glory, strengthens Peter, James and John for that terrible day when their Master is handed over into the power of the Evil One, and raised high upon Calvary’s cross to die for the world’s sins. Paradoxically, this hour of tragedy and shame will reveal God’s glory better than the Transfiguration. For the Crucifixion reveals a deeper glory, the infinite depth of Divine Love, and the perfect obedience of Christ to the will of the Father. 


The salvation of the human race was achieved through the tears of Calvary, not in the blinding light of Tabor.


On Ash Wednesday, the primary school attended morning Mass, and I was trying to explain the Collect: “Support us, Lord, as with this Lenten fast, we begin our Christian warfare, so that in doing battle against the spirit of evil, we may be armed with the weapon of self-denial.”


I asked the children, who are we fighting against in our Lenten war. One tiny little girl put her hand up to answer. The teacher beside her, surprised, turned to check her answer. Before I caught sight of the girl, the teacher had hastily pushed her hand down. She turned to a parishioner behind and explained, “She said, ‘The Russians.’”


Stereotypes start at an early age! The world, the flesh and the devil was my answer – what is bad in the world, what is wrong in ourselves, and of course, the ancient serpent. Not politically correct, but nevertheless true.


As an ancient serpent, and an extremely intelligent serpent, the Tempter is a past master at leading human beings astray. The more we consider ourselves clever and sophisticated, the more easily he ruins our souls.

Human beings never accept evil when it is presented as pure destructive evil. Raw evil must always disguise itself as a partial good in order to win acceptance. Satan offers us finite goods, pleasures, advantages, in order that we may lose sight of the ultimate and infinite Good. Having prised open the entrance door, Evil then undermines absolute moral principles, alters attitudes, and substitutes arguments far more nebulous and confusing.

A change in language is often necessary in order for society to accept evil. Thus, for example, abortion became “the termination of pregnancy” or “a woman’s right to choose.”  In 1930’s Germany the mentally handicapped and chronically sick became “useless gobblers”.

Parliament voted to legalise abortion – not because MP’s were homicidal maniacs foaming with blood at the mouth and tearing babies limb from limb - but because it was presented as a compassionate solution for women in great distress over unplanned pregnancies. Principle was sacrificed to a lob-sided compassion.

The widespread acceptance of abortion has left society unable to debate objectively the true status of the human embryo. It has pre-empted rational discussion. Evil in one department inevitably seeps into, penetrates other spheres of morality.

Human cloning has been rechristened as “therapeutic cloning.”  We are told that it may bring benefits for those suffering from Parkinson’s disease etc. Nobody wishes to appear hard-hearted or to oppose “progress” by rigidly clinging to an abstract principle. 

In this cunning way, society is persuaded to accept something dreadful, even if invisible to most of us: creating tiny human embryos in order to kill them and cannibalise them for spare parts. The acceptance of this will permit the development of techniques for reproductive human cloning too. It will provide the bio-tech companies with an endless supply of human embryos to experiment upon. 

Little publicity has been given to the positive results obtained using stem cells derived from the umbilical cord, blood cells and bone marrow. These are not human embryos, merely tissue cultures, and there is no moral objection against their use. 

One wonders why there is this push to legalise unnecessary research on “therapeutic cloning.” Even Prof R. Winston, who made his career out of reproductive technology, has said that "stem cell technology faces huge problems" and that cloned embryos are unlikely to help with Alzheimer’s and other diseases.

The cloning debate is reminiscent of the Tower of Babel episode. Humanity in its pride yearns to build as high as heaven, deciding good and evil for itself without reference to the Creator, With contraception, abortion, artificial insemination, IVF and now cloning, it aims to exercise total control over the sources of human life. 

Very self-centred people sometimes try to gain total control over their companions, as it were absorbing their personalities. In cloning too, a person attempts to create a child as a replica of themselves. 

C. S. Lewis depicts Satan as motivated by a similar “kind of hunger." “His dream is of the day when all [his own followers and all the sons of Eve and all the hosts of heaven] shall be inside him and all that says "I" can say it only through him” (The Screwtape Letters).

Ultimately, Satan can devour only those who reject God. Still, he can influence us to make us serve his purposes unwittingly. Despising Holy Church, he plants counterfeit Christians alongside the genuine, to corrupt her. 

In St David’s day, the issues were perhaps clearer, the battlefield less complicated and confusing. Nevertheless, may the Transfiguration strengthen our hopes of ultimate victory.

