Book Review
Basil Hume: Ten Years On, William Charles (Ed), Burns & Oates/Continuum 2009, ISBN 978-0-8264-3941-3, pp217, £12.99.

Ten years on is a good time to remember and review the life of a great public figure. Basil Hume, Benedictine Monk, Abbot of Ampleforth and Cardinal Archbishop of Westminster died a little over 10 years ago. His nephew, William Charles has collected a range of assessments and added some of his own as a memorial. This is an interesting book and achieves the impression described by one of the monks who knew him at Ampleforth, ‘it is like meeting him again’.

As one whose work was contemporary with Hume’s and who was in London for some of the same time, it seems astonishing that he was Archbishop for 23 years. Such a long episcopate feels like that of a short 10 years which left us wanting more.

In this collection of essays and memoirs a number of significant but less well known things emerge. Basil Hume was a keen sportsman, a rugby player and coach when a pupil and schoolmaster and a lifelong fan of Newcastle United. Those who knew him at that time remember him not for his piety or for his academic achievements but as someone who loved to play practical jokes on friends and schoolmasters alike. Imagine him with another novice dressing up and pretending to be prospective parents considering sending their child to the school! His family testifies to the same sense of fun. He kept close to his family and supported them through their troubles and was with them in their celebrations throughout his life. 

Notable but often unrecognized is his contribution to Christianity in Europe. Hume’s mother was French and he spent many childhood holidays with her family. He was the second chair of the Council of European Bishop’s Conferences from 1979-87 and as such presided over the building of a vision for peace and reconciliation across the European barriers. His contribution in Europe to the spirit of the Second Vatican Council was to continue to foster collegiality among bishops as a decision-making group – on one notable occasion suggesting that the Pope should join them at a conference as a bishop and without the weight of infallibility!

Hume’s contribution to English life was immense. His public contribution to a number of national and ecclesiastical issues was that of a profoundly spiritual and committed person. He began or inspired the creation of a number of shelters and organizations for the poor and homeless in London and elsewhere. He knew many of the ‘Big Issue’ sellers by name and said that if he were not in this job he would like to run something like the Centrepoint project for the homeless. His concern for those in trouble was marked with visits to people and places where there was tension or grieving. I well remember him making personal appearances at a fire in Kilburn and at the school gates in Paddington where a Catholic headmaster was murdered, and making just the right public remark. As a leader in the ecumenical movement it was Hume’s statement at the Swanwick conference of 1987 which brought his Church fully into commitment and where he coined the appropriate phrase for future dialogue, that member churches were no longer ‘strangers, but pilgrims’ together.
As a leader we learn much about Basil Hume in this book. He experienced the loneliness of all those who reach ‘the top’. There is a remarkable picture given of him in his library at Archbishop’s House, weeping with loneliness on Christmas afternoon when all the celebrations were over and everyone had gone to their homes and families. Most significant is the picture given of the spirituality which sustained him. He said that he needed the times of solitariness to have the energy and wisdom for the times in public life. He called these ‘the desert’ and ‘the market place’. Fortunately for us all he contributed most because he knew that his vocation was to be ‘caught between the two’. The tension of these places was for him the place of personal transfiguration. It is where he was changed as a person and where he was willing to share his sense of personal inadequacy for the task.

More than anything else in this book we are shown his sense of honesty. His domestic chaplain and his secretary write about him as a person to work with. They are more than loyal and write with admirable frankness about a great man caught up in the tensions of high office. They describe with sympathy how the strain became particularly evident as his athletic strength waned and when his health failed in his last illness. Young people write about the Saturday evening discussions he organised and about how openly he described his own changing relationship with God. Early on his life he told them about he felt guilt taking an apple knowing God was watching. Later in life he said he came to think that, in the same situation God would be saying – why not take two! 
Towards the end of his life he was asked about regrets and offered, ‘Time unspent; love not given’. Those who encountered this holy man said at his passing that he opened windows to God. On the day he died his secretary took the last money from his bank account so that, like Mother Theresa, he died owning nothing. At his funeral requiem his former chaplain, later bishop of Middlesborough, John Crowley said for many, ‘If such were the gift, what must God be like, the Giver of that gift’. This is not a new biography and does not pretend to be. I felt the lack of an index to be able to return to key points in the text. It is a tribute by those whose faith has matured as a result of contact with a holy man and a great Christian leader.

Malcolm Grundy.  
PAGE  
2

