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For donald
Friend, mentor, colleague.

I donald 
cyfaill, cynghorwr, cydweithiwr



“For the things which belong to the story of Jesus 
are not yet completed.”

Donald Allchin
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Editor’s Note

“ . . . in every generation, she [wisdom] passes into holy souls, and 
makes of them friends of God, and prophets.”1

donald allchin (1930–2010) was an ordained priest in the Church of 
england, an historian, and theologian. after a four-year curacy in 

a parish in Kensington from 1956 to 1960, donald became librarian at 
Pusey House, oxford. during the 1960s he developed a substantive inter-
est in eastern orthodox Churches and became friends with the orthodox 
theologians Vladimir lossky and dumitru staniloae and the russian his-
torian nicolas Zernov. donald was an active member of the society of st. 
alban and st. sergius promoting anglican-orthodox dialogue and later 
became the editor of its journal Sobornost until 1977. From 1968 to 1973 
he was warden to the sisters of the love of God, an anglican contemplative 
order in Fairacres, near oxford. during this period he became a friend of 
Thomas Merton, visiting Gethsemane abbey in Kentucky and conducting 
a lively correspondence. From 1973 to 1987 donald was residentiary canon 
at Canterbury Cathedral where he developed an interest in the Welsh spiri-
tual tradition. donald returned to oxford in 1987 to become director of 
the st. Theosevia Center with a focus on learning and dialogue between 
eastern and Western Christian spirituality. In 1994 he moved to Bangor, 
north Wales and immersed himself in the poetry, saints, and holy places 
of the Welsh spiritual tradition. He remained there as professor in theology 
and Welsh until 2010 when he returned to oxford and died later that year.

1. Wisdom of solomon 7:27.
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donald allchin was also a friend of God. He found God’s presence 
and boundless grandeur everywhere and in every person he encountered. 
Without trying, donald could be fully present in places, conversations, and 
relationships and at the same time make connections with other diverse 
yet complementary topics and persons. His endless curiosity and delight in 
life gave birth to an eclectic range of interests and academic investigations. 
donald’s gift of friendship was contagious. He could draw people from a 
variety of backgrounds and interests into a collegial network of collabora-
tion and mutual support. all of this flowed from donald’s prayerful experi-
ence of God. The life of the Trinity was the template for donald’s awareness 
and celebration of the unity of all creation and human life. at the same 
time he knew that the resurrection of Christ brings both the opportunity 
for transformed human life and the responsibility to mend and transform 
broken human lives and institutions.

The chapters, poems, and memoirs in this book represent what don-
ald’s friendship and mentoring have brought forth in the lives of the con-
tributors. The book is an example of his ability to bring people together, 
even after his death, and it testifies to donald’s influence and contributions 
to the life of the world. Here you will meet poets, historians, bishops, arch-
bishops, monks, priests and lay persons, scholars, professors, and writers. 
You will taste the rich ecumenical dialogue between donald’s anglican 
heritage, the eastern orthodox Churches, the roman Catholic Church, 
and churches of the reformed Traditions, including donald’s friendships 
and correspondence with Thomas Merton and the romanian orthodox 
theologian dumitru stăniloae. readers will gain insights into donald’s 
interpretation of the anglican Tradition and his emphasis on the value of 
monastic solitude and community for the lives of modern Christians. and 
last, but certainly not least, you will enter donald’s journey into the lives, 
poetry, saints, and holy places of the Welsh spiritual tradition. and this is 
only a taste of his legacy. In donald’s words, “For the things which belong to 
the story of Jesus are not yet completed.”2

2. allchin, Participation in God, 1.
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Foreword

When I first learned that my doctoral supervisor at oxford was to be 
donald allchin, I was pleased but slightly surprised; I had associ-

ated him up to that point with his work on the anglican monastic revival, 
and I was planning to study contemporary eastern orthodox theology. The 
surprise didn’t last, of course. not only did I discover the unique breadth 
of donald’s acquaintance with the orthodox world, I learned never to 
be surprised at the depth and range of donald’s interests. at the end of 
our first hour of (nominal) supervision, during which we had discussed 
orthodoxy, Merton, Wales, david Jones, John Wesley, and much else be-
sides (even, briefly, my proposed research), he said with that characteristic 
beaming smile, “Well! This is all turning out even better than we could have 
hoped.” What I think he meant was that he was always delighted by the 
chance of conversation that roamed anarchically around the wide world of 
Western and eastern Christian civilization and glad to find someone who 
was equally happy to let it do so—even if they could not begin to match his 
energy, appetite, and capacity to make connections.

as many have said, that capacity was one of his greatest gifts: allowing 
you to link up some insight from a modern episcopalian literary critic with 
an aphorism from sixth-century syria, a Welsh elegy, and the notebooks 
of some out-of-the-way Tractarian; and linking up people with the same 
imaginative gusto (“You know x, of course? no? really? oh, you must meet 
. . .”). Thinking about all sorts of things and persons that have been intellec-
tually, spiritually, and emotionally precious to me over the years, I am quite 
taken aback to recall how many of them I owe to donald: from an introduc-
tion to some of Merton’s lesser-known work through to the manuscripts 
of Vladimir lossky that formed the main matter for my doctoral research, 
from the philosophy of Christos Yannaras to the poetry of denise levertov, 
and the later Geoffrey Hill (whose Tenebrae I first picked up in donald’s 
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house in Canterbury). It is donald’s eye and ear that I realize picked out for 
me so much that gave lasting nourishment and joy.

In 1973 I went with him on a visit to Paris to meet an assortment of 
mostly orthodox friends, and was delighted and amused to see that the re-
action to him of these Franco-russians was so like the way in which he was 
received and welcomed in the uK—the affectionate exasperation at his utter 
impracticality, the awe at the breadth of his interests, the intense warmth of 
appreciation and gratitude for his spiritual luminosity. His unselfconscious 
enthusiasm and sheer enjoyment of his friends and his faith never seemed 
to vary from one cultural context to another, and the response was always 
the same. and, it must be said, his willingness (untypical of the english) to 
converse in fluently rickety and english-accented French (or indeed Welsh) 
never failed to consolidate the affection he won.

one of those orthodox friends remarked on that visit as he greeted 
him, “Pas encore évêque?” “not a bishop yet?” and that reminds us of an-
other feature of donald’s ministry: he managed to be close to many pow-
erful and influential figures in the church, near the heart of the anglican 
establishment in oxford and Canterbury, yet supremely uninterested in 
church politics, let alone a “career” in the church. He once quoted to me a 
remark made to him by (I think) david edwards when both were young 
clergy: “You’ll be fine when you’re dear old Father allchin—but what are 
you going to do until then?” In the event, he found innumerable things to 
do, and none of them required any particular hierarchical meal ticket. It 
was part of the “monastic” quality of his contribution to the church. He 
came close a couple of times to committing himself to the monastic calling 
in the traditional sense; but (surely rightly) recognized his charism as being 
more to do with living on the edge of the institution in a rather different 
way—even more insecure in many respects, but simply a visible presence 
on the edge of the church’s “business” world, reminding people of other 
and more fruitful explorations to be had, if only they would turn to the 
larger horizon. unfussily compliant (mostly) with the rules around inter-
communion and the like, he nevertheless behaved in so many respects as if 
the divisions between churches had already been healed. He was never an 
ecumenical negotiator; always an ecumenical witness. To be with him in 
that context was to recognize that in some profound sense he was right and 
the divisions had been healed—not by our ingenuity and good will but by 
the abiding, inexhaustible presence of grace. like a few others of his gen-
eration, he embodied a style of anglican identity that succeeded in being 



Foreword

xv

utterly and humbly hospitable just because it was fundamentally confident 
and unworried. It does no harm to be reminded that this was once possible; 
and perhaps still is, by the grace of God.

The essays in this book present a wonderfully rounded picture of 
donald in so many settings, so many conversations. For those who knew 
him, they will rekindle not only memories, but shared enthusiasms; for 
those who didn’t, they should open up a world of new and startling pos-
sibilities for joining up the dots in theology and creativity and spiritual 
understanding. It is a welcome tribute to a loving and much beloved friend, 
and I hope it will make new friends for him and his vision of the church 
and the kingdom.

rowan Williams 
former archbishop of Canterbury; currently Master,  

Magdalene College, Cambridge university. 
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Introduction

Kallistos Ware, Metropolitan of Diokleia

donald allchin’s friend Thomas Merton has written some striking 
words that apply exactly to donald himself. 

If I can unite in myself the thought and the devotion of eastern 
and Western Christendom, the Greek and the latin Fathers, the 
russians with the spanish mystics, I can prepare in myself the re-
union of divided Christians. From that secret and unspoken unity 
in myself can eventually come a visible and manifest unity of all 
Christians. .  .  . We must contain all divided worlds in ourselves 
and transcend them in Christ.1

donald did indeed come close to realizing within himself “the secret 
and unspoken unity” of which Merton was speaking. Christian reconcilia-
tion was the central theme that inspired his life. To a remarkable degree he 
united in himself eastern and Western Christendom, orthodoxy, roman 
Catholicism, and the anglican and Protestant worlds. He wrote scholarly 
works on monasticism in the Church of england and on the great danish 
theologian n. F. s. Grundtvig. He was co-editor of a book on the hymns 
of John and Charles Wesley. He loved the land and the poetry of Wales. 
He numbered among his friends several of the leading theologians of the 
orthodox Church, such as the Greeks demetrios Koutroubis and Christos 
Yannaras, the russian Vladimir lossky and the romanian dumitru stan-
iloae. He was truly a bridge-builder. 

1. Merton, Conjectures of a Guilty Bystander, 21. In this introduction I draw upon the 
obituary that I wrote on donald allchin in the journal of the Fellowship of st. alban and 
st sergius. Ware. “obituary,” 37–46. used with permission.


