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Credences 
INSTRUMENT OF THY PEACE. 
By Alan Paton. 124 pp. New York: 
The Seabury Pren. $).50. 

THE QUANTITY OF A HAZEL 
NUT. By Fae Malania. 152 pp. 
New York: Alfred A. Knopf. $4.95. 

By ROBERT F. CAPON :; 

\'if / ITH a few exceplions 
t':J (Pascal's "Pensees" is 

one-you name the other 
three) previous ages' devotional 
books travel about as well as 
previous ages' hats. The genre 
seems to need perpetual redo
ing. The reason, I suspect, is 
that while the Faith may be 
susceptible of masterly once
for-all expositions, the act of 
faith itself remains radically 
incredible. Each generation has 
to make it on its own. We 
may have a fair idea of what 
St. Paul believed, but we have 
a hard time seeing how he got 
himself to the point of believ
ing it. 

The constant production of ' 
books of meditations, there
fore, is not simply a pious ex
ercise on the part of authors. 
Piety butters no publishers' 
parsnips. Such books sell be
cause they are an attempt to 
speak to the age at hand
to render the incredible act 
ever so slightly more credible 
by displaying it as done by 

i people who think as we think. 
tremble as we tremble, and 
find themselves hung between 
heaven and earth, even as you 
and I. 

The two books in hand are 
cases in point. Alan Paton's 
"Instrument of Thy Peace" is 
an inner voice from the outer 
world of affairs. Like Hammar
skjold's "Markings" (from 
which it quotes), it gives us a 
glimpse of the personal roots 
out of which great public per
formances spring. Cast in the 
form of a series of reflections 
on the petitions on the Prayer 
of St. Francis of Assisi, it 
comes forth as the testament 
of a man who, in spite of 
doubts and deficiencies, has 
never ceased to do. 

We live in an age whose 
most notable style is diffidence. 
We see so much-we are so 
full of the spirit of tout com
p'.·e11dre, tout pardonner-that 
nine-tenths of the time we cut 
the tendons of action. How re
~reshing, then, to find a man 
m whom charity does not turn 
to flabbiness, who can rouse 
us to the virility of love in 
action. How saving to read 
such a severely gentle con
demnation of melancholy and 

, despair. How just to be invited 
out of our cost-counting chari-

ty and to be shown without 
ceremony or sham the mon• 
strosity of coldness in love. 

Alan Paton bypasses. no dif· 
ficulties. The endlessly ' proble
matical relationship, of .the per· 
sonal. and social is honestly 
faced, and the puzzling 'parts 
of ·the faith are simply admit
ted as puzzling. But he does 

· -succeed in making the suprem
acy of love supremely evident. 

His book is, in part, a tissue 
of quotations, most of them 

, wonderfully apt. And none 
· more so. than the ones from 
·. the 14th-century mystic, Dame 

Julian of Norwich: "Love makes 
might and wisdom full meek 

· to us." "For right as by the 
courtesy of God, He forgets 
our sins . . . right so will He 
that we forget all our sin, and 
all our heaviness; and all our 
doubtful dreads." The age of 
diffidence could hardly find a 
better retreat conductor. 

Oddly enough, it is Dame 
Julian who also · supplies Fae 
Malania with the title-and 
much of the mood-for her 
"The Quantity of a Hazel Nut." 
She secs whole creation as so 
small a thing that "it might 
fall suddenly to naught for lit
tleness." Yet her great reas
surance is that "it lasts and 
ever shall last because - God 
loves it." 
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r-~ ER book is by no means 
the same as Alan Paton's; nor 
will it, perhaps. appeal to the 
same people. Herc is th~ in· 
ward side of an essentially in· 
ward life-the same depths, 
but couched in a different style. 
This is enclosed-garden writ
ing. But it is, for all that, no 
less cosmic, no less far-ranging; 
no less, if you will, robustly 
theological. Herc, as wi~;, Pat
on, is St. Francis displayed 
without the use of chromos, 
and St. Therese of Lisieux held 
up without the usual matrix 
of cotton candy. 

Here is sympathy for the dif
ferent and the afflicted, for the 
misfit and the miscast-for Lee 
Harvey Oswald and Marilyn 
Monroe-but all held in a firm 
and Christian grasp. Herc. too. 
is the same reservation of the 
right to criticize the more ab
ject and unloving expositions 
of the power and righteousness 
of God. And here, above all, 
is the same resolute resistance 
to the inertia of deadness and 
inaction-this time by one to 
whom it is no mere tempta
tion, but an entirely possible 
way of life. 

In short, both books suc
ceed as all good meditati,·c 
writing does: They turn inward 
only to enable the reader more 
readily to turn outward once 
again; they reflect only to re
fresh the springs of action; they 
examine the private only to 
advance the rediscovery of the 
universal upon which it rests. 


