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Docs anyone buy or read "spiritual" 
books, books of meditation and 
pra~·cr, such as this, anymore? So 
much the worse for those who do 
not but who love good books. For 
this is a very good book indeed, 
perfectly written, addressed to the 
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present and itself "an instrument of 
peace." · 

I do not believe Alan Paton 
has ever written a bad book; cer
tainly I have never read a bad one 
by him. He is knO\vn, of course, in 
this country chiefly by his novels 
Cry, the Beloved Country and Too 
Late the Phalarope. He might also 
be known for a small but memorable 
pamphlet, "Meditation for a Young 
Boy Confirmed." Cognoscenti have 
been stealing it, to give to friends, 
from the vestibules of Episcopal 
churches for years, right under the 
eyes of the anti-God squad. 

Among other things, Instrument 
of Thy Peace is in the line of 
distinguished "prison books," from 
Boethius' Consolations of Philosophy 
to Martin Luther King's Letter from 
Birmingham Jail. It should be no 
secret that Paton, who is President 
of South Africa's Liberal Party , is 
a vi1tual prisoner of that country. 
Not that he cannot le:ive, but he 
cannot return if he does le:ive. His 
book ends very fittingly, with a 
striking poem (by h(viself?), "The 
Prison House," which concludes a 
reflection on St. Paul's admonish
ment to Christians to accept the 
freedom of "bond-servants to the 
Lord." 

Paton's little book is m:ide up 
of twentv-one meditations, occa
sioned by· the famous Prayer of St. 
Francis of Assisi, which has had a 
special meaning for him. E:ich sec
tion begins with an epigraph or 
epigraphs from The Little Flowers, 
the Bible, the daily news or other 
sources, proceeds to a personal re
flection on the human condition 
now, apropos of the opening sources 
and interspersed with other quotes, 
and ends with a prayer of lucid 
simplicity composed by the author. 
(A sample: "O Lord, teach us to 
humble ourselves before these chil
dren who live the gospel of love 
and drugs because we did not live 
the gospel of love.") The textual 
quotes are from a wonderful variety 
of sources-Aldous Huxley, John 
Bunyan, Max Ehrmann, St. Teresa, 
Dostoevsky. The Book of Common 
Prayer. They unfailingly strike and 
delight. 

"I have no higher vision of the 
Church than as the Servant of the 
World, not withdrawn but partici
pating, not embattled but battling, 
not condemning but healing the 
wounds of the hurt and the lost and 
the lonely, not preoccupied with its 
survival or its observances or its 
Articles, but with the needs of man
kind." That is, of course, the view 
which the church increasingly takes 
of herself. It is one which begins to 
be credible to "nonbelievers" or 
those of "little faith," for whom this 
book is also written. 

But mainly Instrument of Thy 
Peace is not about the church. It 
is first a deeply personal work which 

at the same time never loses sight 
of the social and political circum
stances in which the person makes 
his impress. It is about what one 
can do for the peace of all. This 
fusing of the traditional and the 
new, the personal and the trans
personal is a rare conjunction, but 
Al:in Paton has, nothing surprising. 
done it again. 

Walter Arnold 


