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A  W o r d  f r o m  H a l e y  S t e w a r t

Welcome to the study guide for The Reed of God by Caryll Houselander. In addition to being the 
writer of this study guide, I am the author of The Grace of Enough and cohost of the Fountains of 
Carrots Podcast, where I share my love for all things Catholic and literary. 

This study guide is an “evergreen” adaptation of my Advent 2019 online group study. I hope you 
enjoy it—not just during Advent but also any time you want to stop and savor this Christian classic with 
its inspiring meditations about Mary, the mother of Jesus and the “Reed of God.”

The Reed of God is the best book I have ever read about Mary. But it’s not just about Mary; it’s 
also about you and me. The author, Caryll Houselander, was a British Catholic born at the turn of the 
twentieth century. Her portrait of Mary in this book is founded in rich theology and is both beautiful 
and mystical.  As Houselander brings Mary to life in the pages of this book, she shows us what it means 
for every Christian to follow Our Lady’s example to be Christ-bearers and give him flesh in the world. 
She shows us what it means to be a human being fully alive.

Houselander’s insights reveal the simple yet profound truth that Mary’s calling is, in a certain sense, 
our calling. As you contemplate Our Lady and seek to follow her example as a Christ-bearer, Houseland-
er’s masterful wisdom will guide you to new spiritual heights.

The Reed of God Study Guide
Whether you’re reading The Reed of God with a group from your parish, in your regular small group 
or book club, or on your own, this guide is designed to help you get the most out of your reading. The 
questions are designed to be read and discussed after each chapter. If you’re reading this on your own, 
take time after each chapter to pray and reflectively consider these questions. If you’re reading this 
book as part of a group, instructions for the facilitator of the group are below.

Instructions for Facilitators
This study guide is designed to cover the introduction and twelve chapters of The Reed of God. It is 
broken up by chapter; each section begins and ends with prayer and includes a reflection on the chapter 
and five discussion questions to spark conversation in your group. (Houselander’s poems, which are 
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A Word from Haley Stewart

inserted between some of the chapters, are not covered in the reflection questions.) Depending on 
how many weeks you plan to meet, you can combine multiple chapters into one meeting.

If a group is being created specifically to discuss this book, you might find it helpful to have a half-
hour introductory session in which group members can meet each other and books can be handed 
out prior to the first meeting for discussion.

Materials Needed
●	 The Reed of God by Caryll Houselander (the page references in this study guide correspond 

to the 2020 edition of the book)
●	 The Reed of God Study Guide
●	 Optional: Journals for personal preparation and reflection before or after the group discussion



6

I n t r o d u c t i o n

Pages 1–5 in The Reed of God

Our Lady had to include in her vocation, in her life’s work, the essential thing that 
was to be hidden in every other vocation, in every life. She is not only human; she is 
humanity (4).

Opening Prayer
O  God, who chose to become a vulnerable infant in order to share in my humanity and deliver 
me from sin, guide me with your sacrificial love and prepare my heart to seek, recognize, and welcome 
the Christ Child.

Mother Mary, intercede for your child as I contemplate your faithfulness and beautiful example of 
what it means to be fully alive to the truth of the Gospel and to embrace the great joys and sorrows 
of my human experience. Holy Spirit, fill my heart with the peace that passes all understanding. I ask 
these things in the name of the Father, and the Son, and the Holy Spirit,  Amen.

Chapter Reflection
I had never really given much thought to Mary until I was twenty-two and pregnant for the first time. 
My husband and I were drawn to Catholicism, and yet we hadn’t taken the plunge to convert. Expect-
ing a child during the season of Advent changed something inside of me. I felt overwhelmed, and these 
feelings as a first-time mother motivated me to reach out to Our Lady for help. It hit me for the first 
time that she was a human woman and had experienced the joys and sorrows of ordinary life.

I started to wonder about her.  What was she like? That Advent of my first pregnancy was the 
beginning of our relationship.

In The Reed of God, Houselander admits that she had trouble imagining Mary actually doing any-
thing. So often we can fall into thinking of the Mother of Our Lord as a pious cardboard cutout. The 
Bible doesn’t give us a lot of details about her life or her personality. Yet Houselander came to realize 
that the lack of details about Our Lady in the holy scriptures is intentional. While we are all drawn to the 
commonalities we discover between certain saints and ourselves, Mary is unlike all other saints because 
she is the model of the Christian life for every Christian. She stands alone and yet she speaks to all of us.
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Introduction

Reflection Questions
1.  How do you imagine Mary’s personality? Is she joyful and vivacious, or more serious and pious? Do 

you imagine having anything in common with Our Lady?

2.  How does Houselander describe modernity’s understanding of virginity? How does that modern 
understanding fall short?

How does her own description of virginity as a “whole offering of soul and body to be consumed 
in the fire of love” (3) resonate with you?

3.  Do you agree with Houselander that we love saints who were first great sinners (3)? Which saints 
have you always connected with, and which saints do you find hard to relate to?

4.  “When we are attracted to a particular saint it is usually the little human details which attract us” 
(3). If the little details are so important to help us see the saints as fellow human beings, then why 
do we know so few details about the life of Our Lady?
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Introduction

5.  What is the one thing that Houselander says we are all called to do as Christians (4)?

Closing Prayer
Holy Spirit, give me a heart that reflects Our Lady’s joyful openness to God’s love and will. Teach 
me to recognize the sacramental reality of my daily life. Lord Jesus Christ, help me to seek, find, and love 
you everywhere and in every person I encounter. Our Lady of the Magnificat, pray for me.
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E m p t i n e s s

Pages 7–16 in The Reed of God

That which seems to us to be a crumbling point, a lack, a thorn in the flesh, is destined 
for God’s glory as surely as the rotting bones of Lazarus, as surely as the radiance of 
Mary of Nazareth (15).

Opening Prayer
O  God, who chose to become a vulnerable infant in order to share in my humanity and deliver 
me from sin, guide me with your sacrificial love and prepare my heart to seek, recognize, and welcome 
the Christ Child.

Mother Mary, intercede for your child as I contemplate your faithfulness and beautiful example of 
what it means to be fully alive to the truth of the Gospel and to embrace the great joys and sorrows 
of my human experience. Holy Spirit, fill my heart with the peace that passes all understanding. I ask 
these things in the name of the Father, and the Son, and the Holy Spirit,  Amen.

Chapter Reflection
Perhaps you have your mind set and your life ordered toward a certain purpose. And perhaps those 
endeavors are crowding out the voice of God. Maybe distraction, insecurity, or refusal to be open to 
God’s call prevents you from being a willing vessel who can participate in God’s redemptive work 
in the world. Houselander uses Mary’s virginity, her purposeful emptiness, as a model for our souls. 
Perhaps you are thinking too many steps ahead when all God wants is for us to say yes! to him today.

Reflection Questions
1.  What is the difference between an empty void and the kind of emptiness that Houselander describes 

in regard to Our Lady’s virginity (7)? Is this kind of virginity/emptiness something that laypeople 
called to marriage can aspire to?
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Emptiness

How can emptiness be understood in a spiritual rather than a physical way?

2.  Why is it such a common part of the human experience to seek constant distraction and stimulation?

Why do you avoid silence and stillness, and “dread space” (8)?

3.  What have you cluttered the open shape of your soul with?

How can you discard these distractions in order to be filled by God?
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Emptiness

What good things might keep you from God’s call in your life?

4.  Houselander asks if you are “reed pipes,” “chalices,” or “nests” (10). How do you see yourself? Does 
one jump out at you, or can you see yourself in each of these metaphors?

5.  Houselander notes that our spiritual experiences are formed by the material of human nature and 
human life. Do you make the mistake she describes of separating your “spiritual life” from the daily 
life in which you live? How can you better integrate these two realms of existence?

Closing Prayer
Holy Spirit, give me a heart that reflects Our Lady’s joyful openness to God’s love and will. Teach 
me to recognize the sacramental reality of my daily life. Lord Jesus Christ, help me to seek, find, and love 
you everywhere and in every person I encounter. Our Lady of the Magnificat, pray for me.
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F i a t

Pages 17–39 in The Reed of God

She was to give Him her body and soul unconditionally, and—what in this new light 
would have seemed absurdly trivial to anyone but the Child Bride of  Wisdom—she 
was to give Him her daily life (20).

Opening Prayer
O  God, who chose to become a vulnerable infant in order to share in my humanity and deliver 
me from sin, guide me with your sacrificial love and prepare my heart to seek, recognize, and welcome 
the Christ Child.

Mother Mary, intercede for your child as I contemplate your faithfulness and beautiful example of 
what it means to be fully alive to the truth of the Gospel and to embrace the great joys and sorrows 
of my human experience. Holy Spirit, fill my heart with the peace that passes all understanding. I ask 
these things in the name of the Father, and the Son, and the Holy Spirit,  Amen.

Chapter Reflection
You spend so much of your time and energy desperately trying to do enough, be productive, and 
accomplish enough.  And yet when God moves in the world, it is not because you are trying so hard 
to do; rather, it is because you are resting in God and allowing him to work in you. The kind of open 
emptiness that Mary offers to God is completely opposed to how you live life in the world and con-
stantly strive to do.

Houselander reminds us that Mary “was not asked to do anything herself, but to let something be 
done to her” (19). Do you think so highly of yourself that you believe what you do out of your own 
strength can save yourself and a broken world? Rather, let your hope be anchored in God’s promise in 
Philippians 1:6 that “he who began a good work in you will bring it to completion at the day of Jesus 
Christ.”
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Fiat

Reflection Questions
1.  God calls Mary to the ordinary life of marrying an artisan and raising a child. She is called to live in 

the everyday world (not in a palace or as a queen) as an ordinary woman (19). Why is this accep-
tance of “normal” life a gift to you as you strive to understand what God calls you to in your own 
life?

2.  How do Houselander’s comments on scandal in the Church (25) remind you of the crisis in the 
Church today?

What does the following quotation make you think of: “What courage it would take to try to walk 
on the sea, even if we could see the face of Christ; but it needs much more courage to leave our 
false securities, our leaking boats of materialism, and to walk towards Him on the churned-up, angry 
sea of our civilisation” (26)?

3.  Is it difficult for you to follow the demands of the Gospel when it doesn’t seem “responsible”? Have 
you ever made a decision that you carefully discerned through prayer that others thought was 
irresponsible? How did you overcome fear in order to do what you knew God was calling you to?
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Fiat

4.  How is fear related to your false sense of security in money instead of in God?

How does finding your identity in your ability to make money affect your identity as a human being 
made in the image of God?

5.  I love Houselander’s reflection on Joseph after the angel enlightens him and as he enjoys the small 
tasks of preparing for Jesus and caring for Mary (37). What does Houselander’s description of Mary 
and Joseph experiencing the common lot of so many in the world mean for you as you walk through 
your daily sufferings?

What does it mean when you encounter others who are suffering?

Closing Prayer
Holy Spirit, give me a heart that reflects Our Lady’s joyful openness to God’s love and will. Teach 
me to recognize the sacramental reality of my daily life. Lord Jesus Christ, help me to seek, find, and love 
you everywhere and in every person I encounter. Our Lady of the Magnificat, pray for me.
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A d v e n t

Pages 41–54 in The Reed of God

It is a time of darkness, of faith. We shall not see Christ’s radiance in our lives yet; it is still 
hidden in our darkness; nevertheless, we must believe that He is growing in our lives; 
we must believe it so firmly that we cannot help relating everything, literally everything, 
to this almost incredible reality. This attitude it is which makes every moment of every 
day and night a prayer (43).

Opening Prayer
O  God, who chose to become a vulnerable infant in order to share in my humanity and deliver 
me from sin, guide me with your sacrificial love and prepare my heart to seek, recognize, and welcome 
the Christ Child.

Mother Mary, intercede for your child as I contemplate your faithfulness and beautiful example of 
what it means to be fully alive to the truth of the Gospel and to embrace the great joys and sorrows 
of my human experience. Holy Spirit, fill my heart with the peace that passes all understanding. I ask 
these things in the name of the Father, and the Son, and the Holy Spirit,  Amen.

Chapter Reflection
Houselander calls Advent “the season of the seed” and “the season of the secret” (41). But she sees 
Advent as more than an annual liturgical event. Advent is the attitude of Our Lady, whose obedience 
and faith—despite the darkness—allow Christ to grow in the human soul. It’s allowing God to work in 
your heart on his schedule, not your own, in every season of the year.

Do you get discouraged and doubtful that you are making spiritual progress? I know I struggle 
with the feeling that I should be further along in my spiritual journey or that I’m failing because I’m 
not becoming holy fast enough. But Houselander encourages us to allow the darkness of God’s quiet 
work to move in us without trying to take over. Do you believe that God truly desires your good? If so, 
can you trust his timing?

Houselander calls us to “pray without ceasing, not by a continual effort to concentrate our minds 
but by a growing awareness that Christ is being formed in our lives from what we are” (48). This call 
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Advent

goes against every mental image I have of growing in holiness. I imagine spiritual growth to be born 
from working and striving and doing in order to become holy. Instead, Mary models an awareness that 
Christ is growing in us, and God calls you to walk with joy in light of that awareness.

Reflection Questions
1.  How can you bring Mary’s Advent spirit of humility, silence, and growth into your life?

Why do you need to experience Advent in your heart every year (49)?

2.  Houselander describes how insufferable people are who “dictate to the Holy Ghost” (44) and 
demand that others pursue the same things they are zealous about. She offers an alternative in 
Our Lady, who is so focused on the true center, Christ, that all she does is for him. She never falls 
into the mistake of making an idol out of any issue or spirituality. Are you ever so focused on the 
specific thing you believe you’re called to do that you expect others to be called to do the exact 
same thing? How can you make Christ the center instead?

3.  Houselander reflects on the life and death of her contemporary, Bl. Charles de Foucauld. “It mattered 
nothing if the heroic priest could not utter the wonder that was in his heart; the Blessed Sacrament 
was there in the desert” (46). How does this illustration speak to you?
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Advent

4.  In the beauty of the Visitation, you see that Mary, who has accepted the role of Mother of God, does 
not seek to be raised up but runs to help her pregnant cousin, Elizabeth (47). Their meeting is one 
of my favorite parts of the gospel. How does Christ growing in you bring an awakening to life and 
a leap of joy as St. John the Baptist models for us?

5.  What does Houselander describe as the ideal way you should treat work (50)?

How does it differ drastically from work in modern society?

How is our work an expression of God’s love (51)?

Closing Prayer
Holy Spirit, give me a heart that reflects Our Lady’s joyful openness to God’s love and will. Teach 
me to recognize the sacramental reality of my daily life. Lord Jesus Christ, help me to seek, find, and love 
you everywhere and in every person I encounter. Our Lady of the Magnificat, pray for me.
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E t  H o m o  F a c t u s  E s t

Pages 57–63 in The Reed of God

Sometimes a pang of grief must have shot through her; for example, when the young 
wheat grew and she saw it pierce the earth with little swords. Perhaps the first sword to 
pierce her heart was a blade of green wheat. For was not her precious burden a grain of 
wheat sown in a field? Was He not bread? The world’s bread that must be broken? (57).

Opening Prayer
O  God, who chose to become a vulnerable infant in order to share in my humanity and deliver 
me from sin, guide me with your sacrificial love and prepare my heart to seek, recognize, and welcome 
the Christ Child.

Mother Mary, intercede for your child as I contemplate your faithfulness and beautiful example of 
what it means to be fully alive to the truth of the Gospel and to embrace the great joys and sorrows 
of my human experience. Holy Spirit, fill my heart with the peace that passes all understanding. I ask 
these things in the name of the Father, and the Son, and the Holy Spirit,  Amen.

Chapter Reflection
The title of this chapter is taken from a line in the Nicene Creed: “et homo factus est,” which is Latin 
for “and he became man.” This chapter includes some of the most moving passages I’ve ever read about 
what it means that God became man and that one of God’s creatures, Mary, participated in God’s plan 
for the Incarnation.

Through the poetry of her words, Houselander meditates on what it means that Mary gave Christ 
her humanity: her vulnerability, her mortality, her ability to suffer, her flesh that could be wounded, and 
her heart that could be pierced. The great joy of the Incarnation cannot ever be separated from the 
sorrow of the Cross.

One of my favorite images of Our Lady is Sandro Botticelli’s painting Madonna of the Book. Mary 
has baby Jesus on her lap, and she has a book open in front of them as if she’s reading aloud. On the 
table next to the infant Christ are grapes, representing his precious blood that will be poured out for 
the salvation of the world. And around his chubby little baby wrist is a tiny crown of thorns. Every 
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joyful moment of raising the Christ Child is lived in the shadow of the Cross—there is no separating 
the joy from the sorrow.

The mystery of the annunciation, when Our Lady is accepting the gift of Our Lord in her womb, 
is reflected in Mary’s acceptance of Jesus’ dead corpse after he was brought down from the Cross. If 
you’ve ever seen Michelangelo’s sculpture of the Pieta, the image of Mary holding Jesus’ body after the 
crucifixion, it makes you also think of Mary’s openness to all of God’s plan, even what will cause her 
excruciating suffering. Will you choose to be fully alive the way Mary is fully alive to both the greatest 
joys and the greatest sorrows through her great love?

Reflection Questions
1.  Think about Our Lady’s pregnancy. What aspects of it did she share with that of other women?

What about her pregnancy transcends the typical experience?

How does Houselander’s reflection on what Mary gave to Jesus by offering him her humanity help 
you see the humility of the Incarnation in a new way?

2.  What jumps out to you in the entanglement of the Passion with the Incarnation?
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Which of Houselander’s descriptions of the connection between the Nativity and the Cross did 
you find most moving?

3.  “Few mothers realise that their children are part of a whole and that the whole is the family of 
God, to whom every child born owes all the love and service of a brother or sister” (60). Parents, 
grandparents, and godparents, how does that quote make you reimagine your children’s role in the 
world?

How does it relate to the story of biblical figures such as Hannah (found in 1 Samuel 1–2)?

4.  None of us enjoy seeing our children struggle, and yet that too is a part of life, as Houselander 
reminds us: “Many mothers try to shield their children from the common life. . . . They hate to see 
them grow or experience anything that will make them independent.” What are some ways our 
children today are called to “face ardours and endurances, to make sacrifices” such that if they are 
ever crowned, “it will be with thorns” (60)?
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5.  How can developing wonder and awe at God’s creation cultivate the innocence and joy of Mary’s 
Advent experience?

Closing Prayer
Holy Spirit, give me a heart that reflects Our Lady’s joyful openness to God’s love and will. Teach 
me to recognize the sacramental reality of my daily life. Lord Jesus Christ, help me to seek, find, and love 
you everywhere and in every person I encounter. Our Lady of the Magnificat, pray for me.



22

T h e  F u g u e

Pages 65–74 in The Reed of God

Only Christ-bearers can restore the world to life and give humanity back the vitality 
of love (72).

Opening Prayer
O  God, who chose to become a vulnerable infant in order to share in my humanity and deliver 
me from sin, guide me with your sacrificial love and prepare my heart to seek, recognize, and welcome 
the Christ Child.

Mother Mary, intercede for your child as I contemplate your faithfulness and beautiful example of 
what it means to be fully alive to the truth of the Gospel and to embrace the great joys and sorrows 
of my human experience. Holy Spirit, fill my heart with the peace that passes all understanding. I ask 
these things in the name of the Father, and the Son, and the Holy Spirit,  Amen.

Chapter Reflection
Houselander highlights the beauty of Mary’s “fiat” using the metaphor of music and Mary’s participa-
tion in God’s song for the world. I’m reminded of The Silmarillion, an epic narrative of the world of 
The Lord of the Rings and The Hobbit, written by J. R. R. Tolkien, edited by his son and published after 
his father’s death in 1977. The Silmarillion is a history of Tolkien’s fantasy world, Middle-earth, and it 
includes a description of this world’s creation. Tolkien’s whole world is born through the song of the 
deity Ilúvatar. Similarly, another British fantasy writer and friend of Tolkien’s, C. S. Lewis, imagined the 
setting of his own popular series, the Chronicles of Narnia, originating out of the song of its creator. 
The beauty of this image helps us ponder what it means for God to be Creator and what it means to 
participate in his song for the world.

You are called to follow in Mary’s footsteps and join in this song of the Creator. Houselander 
emphasizes how the individual faithfulness of Our Lady wedded all of humanity to Christ, and how as 
a result Christ is in every human heart. To be Christ-bearers in the world, you must also emulate Mary’s 
willingness to suffer because of her great love for Christ. By embracing that kind of love, you can see 
Christ in everyone you encounter. In a world that is so focused on avoiding suffering, Our Lady and her 
Son show us how to sanctify suffering rather than run from it.
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The Fugue

Reflection Questions
1.  Houselander compares the story of God’s love for the world to a piece of music. How does Mary 

as “reed of God” contribute to this metaphor?

2.  This book was first published in 1944, in the throes of World War II. How does Houselander recon-
cile the reality that our civilization is “wedded . . . to death” (69) and yet Our Lady has wed all souls 
to life?

3.  How does Houselander reconcile the life of faith with the reality of evil and suffering in the world?

How does this book help you to hold fast to hope in the face of suffering?

4.  How does Christ’s victory affect your daily life?
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The Fugue

How do the “Gifts and Fruits” of the Spirit come alive in you through your suffering (70)?

5.  How is the “love song of God” a “folk song” according to Houselander (73)?

Closing Prayer
Holy Spirit, give me a heart that reflects Our Lady’s joyful openness to God’s love and will. Teach 
me to recognize the sacramental reality of my daily life. Lord Jesus Christ, help me to seek, find, and love 
you everywhere and in every person I encounter. Our Lady of the Magnificat, pray for me.
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Et Verbum Caro Factum Est

Pages 77–92 in The Reed of God

Our Lady gave humanity to God as she gave the water to Christ at Cana, to be changed 
into wine (83).

Opening Prayer
O  God, who chose to become a vulnerable infant in order to share in my humanity and deliver 
me from sin, guide me with your sacrificial love and prepare my heart to seek, recognize, and welcome 
the Christ Child.

Mother Mary, intercede for your child as I contemplate your faithfulness and beautiful example of 
what it means to be fully alive to the truth of the Gospel and to embrace the great joys and sorrows 
of my human experience. Holy Spirit, fill my heart with the peace that passes all understanding. I ask 
these things in the name of the Father, and the Son, and the Holy Spirit,  Amen.

Chapter Reflection
This chapter’s title, “Et Verbum Caro Factum Est,” is Latin for “and the Word was made flesh” and is drawn 
from the first chapter of the Gospel of John. Houselander talks about our difficulties understanding 
this reality of the Incarnation because of our modern difficulty with understanding “the flesh” properly.  
The flesh becomes a stumbling block for us.

One theme I found revolutionary to my spiritual life in The Reed of God is that the object of our 
love is meant to be God in every circumstance. When you love your children, you love the Christ Child. 
When you love your spouse, you love the Holy Spirit. Every tiny act of your life should be one of loving 
worship and encounter of God. You are not called to be unfeeling or numb or deadened to the world 
and people around you. You are called to be fully alive, to embrace sorrow as well as joy, and to offer 
all on the altar of your heart.
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Reflection Questions
1.  How does fear and hatred of the flesh prevent you from loving beauty?

How does setting aside unpalatable truths “in some sort of drawer in the mind,” accepting them 
as you would your rich grandmother’s funny old hat (because you don’t want to miss out on the 
inheritance), cause the spiritual life to stagnate (77–78)?

2.  “There has surely never been an age in which so many people were so particularly preoccupied 
with their bodies as this age, and yet to so little profit” (79). Can you give an example of this preoc-
cupation in contemporary life?

Do you think Houselander’s claim is more or less true at this time than it was when Houselander 
was writing?
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3.  How does gratitude orient you toward God (82)?

4.  How does Houselander use the metaphor of marriage to reflect God’s relationship with humanity 
(83)?

5.  “Christ always chose the purest and simplest material things as the means of giving His grace, 
which means giving Himself. Think of the things He used to make our life sacramental: water, oil, 
salt, wheat, wine, and words. . . . His response to the world about Him was to give life through the 
loveliest and least” (88). What insights does this section on blessings and the traditions of the Church 
bring to light about the connection between the material and the supernatural/spiritual?

Closing Prayer
Holy Spirit, give me a heart that reflects Our Lady’s joyful openness to God’s love and will. Teach 
me to recognize the sacramental reality of my daily life. Lord Jesus Christ, help me to seek, find, and love 
you everywhere and in every person I encounter. Our Lady of the Magnificat, pray for me.
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T h e  L o s t  C h i l d

Pages 95–106 in The Reed of God

This equality of desire makes every man search, makes everyone (whether he knows 
it or not) seek, seek, seek all his life, for the lost Child, whether he knows him directly 
as Christ or as the goodness of his human love; as the peace of his home, the joy in 
his work, or just as the indefinable lightness of heart which descends upon him like 
Pentecost (106).

Opening Prayer
O  God, who chose to become a vulnerable infant in order to share in my humanity and deliver 
me from sin, guide me with your sacrificial love and prepare my heart to seek, recognize, and welcome 
the Christ Child.

Mother Mary, intercede for your child as I contemplate your faithfulness and beautiful example of 
what it means to be fully alive to the truth of the Gospel and to embrace the great joys and sorrows 
of my human experience. Holy Spirit, fill my heart with the peace that passes all understanding. I ask 
these things in the name of the Father, and the Son, and the Holy Spirit,  Amen.

Chapter Reflection
When you ponder Mary’s painful experiences as the Mother of God, perhaps you wonder why these 
events had to happen. Why did the Christ Child wordlessly go to the Temple as Mary and Joseph fran-
tically searched for him? Why did Our Lady have to suffer the sorrow of his Passion?

Houselander wonders too: “Why did Christ treat Our Lady in this way?” (95). Her answer is one that 
I think sums up this beautiful book and explains why contemplating Our Lady is essential to understand-
ing our own humanity and relationship to God: “Our Lady lived the life of all humanity. Concentrated 
into her tiny history is the life story of the whole human race, the whole relationship of the redeemed 
human race with God” (96).

Mary’s intimate relationship with God, a model for humanity’s relationship with God, makes her 
fully alive in both joys and sorrows. She experiences the bliss of the Nativity and yet she suffers the 
sense of loss of God because Christ in his humanity experienced that same forsakenness on the Cross. 
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And that sense of loss is part of our human experience as each of us at some point in our life expe-
riences that loss of the divine Child, that pain that urges us to seek him anew. Houselander discusses 
emotional mood swings, grief, sin, loss of vocation, and other struggles as ways we might experience 
the loss of the sense of God’s presence.

Houselander’s description of the loss of the Christ Child in today’s reading reminds me of the 
experience of so many saints in their “dark night of the soul,” including St. Teresa of Kolkata. Even the 
most holy men and women suffer the experience of feeling distant from God, and Mary is no excep-
tion. Houselander never oversimplifies the human experience and the suffering that it involves, but she 
reminds us that Mary understands our suffering intimately and is by our side.

Reflection Questions
1.  How does your relationship and understanding of Mary grow or expand when you remember that 

she “did not live the perfect Christ-life in privileged circumstances or ask for exemptions from the 
common lot” (96)?

2.  Have you ever experienced the painful sense of the loss of God’s presence, this “loss of the Divine 
Child” (97)? What happened?

If a friend were to tell you this had happened to her, what would you say to help her?
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3.  Did Houselander’s description of the man who was once happily poor but who had lost that free-
dom and contentment resonate with you (101)? When I think about how happy I was as a newlywed 
with next to nothing in our bank account compared to life now when many unnecessary things 
have started to feel like necessities, I can sympathize with this struggle. Can you remember a time 
you had less than you do now but experienced more joy?

4.  Do you find it discouraging or comforting that the sense of the loss of the presence of God is a 
universal experience?

5.  What do you think of Houselander’s description of England’s relationship with Christian faith and 
history?

Have you experienced that same dynamic in North America?

Closing Prayer
Holy Spirit, give me a heart that reflects Our Lady’s joyful openness to God’s love and will. Teach 
me to recognize the sacramental reality of my daily life. Lord Jesus Christ, help me to seek, find, and love 
you everywhere and in every person I encounter. Our Lady of the Magnificat, pray for me.
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Pages 107–121 in The Reed of God

It is quite obvious that not one of us, by himself, could imitate Christ: we are a handful 
of dust, kept together by seventy-five per cent of liquid, with souls that were stained 
at birth and which are weighted all through our lives with a heavy downward lurch 
towards sin (109).

Opening Prayer
O  God, who chose to become a vulnerable infant in order to share in my humanity and deliver 
me from sin, guide me with your sacrificial love and prepare my heart to seek, recognize, and welcome 
the Christ Child.

Mother Mary, intercede for your child as I contemplate your faithfulness and beautiful example of 
what it means to be fully alive to the truth of the Gospel and to embrace the great joys and sorrows 
of my human experience. Holy Spirit, fill my heart with the peace that passes all understanding. I ask 
these things in the name of the Father, and the Son, and the Holy Spirit,  Amen.

Chapter Reflection
In this chapter, Houselander continues connecting Mary’s experience with the universal human expe-
rience. She had to experience “seeking” Christ because we would experience that same longing. Hou-
selander claims that the meaning of Christianity is not to perfectly imitate Christ but to “be made one 
with Christ” and only through this oneness can we successfully imitate him (109).

She also discusses the theme of idols. Christ is so much more than the idols you make in your own 
image. I think it’s helpful to think about how Mary transcends cultural differences but always comes 
to us as our mother. In visions she might look like an Aztec princess, or an African queen, or an Irish 
maiden, depending on which of her children she is speaking to. In a similar way, Jesus encounters you 
in an intimate way, but he transcends the limited boxes you might want to put him in, the boxes you 
design to make yourself feel more comfortable. You may become anxious when you realize that God is 
much bigger than the idol you have made of him in your own image, and you may reach again for your 
idol god instead of the true Christ. But your idol can never satisfy you.
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Have you ever realized the picture of God you have in your head is, if not flawed, incomplete? Do 
you ever forget that God is not like a jealous husband—refusing us the gift of loving anyone else? Do 
you ever picture him as waiting for you to mess up or always taking offense? In today’s reading, Hou-
selander explains the vital need to know the true Christ and not an idol of our own making because 
“we become what our conception of Christ is” (116).

Reflection Questions
1.  Houselander asks, “Why should everyone, saint and sinner, consciously or unconsciously spend 

most of his life seeking for the lost Child?” (107). How would you answer this question?

Do you think her depiction of the hypocrisy of Christians is apt and warranted?

2.  Do you sympathize with the common practice of avoiding the scriptures that show us a Christ we 
do not want to know, while focusing on the ones that make us comfortable (110)?

Can you give an example of when you’ve done this?
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Can you recall an instance in the gospels when the apostles also struggled with knowing who 
Christ really was?

3.  What do you think of Houselander’s observation that it is “just as easy to grow to know someone 
less and less through living in the same room as it is to know him more and more” (111)?

How does this apply to those within your faith community?

4.  What is your conception of Jesus Christ? How do you think of him and imagine him?
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Do you think your answer to the question “who is Jesus?” is flawed or incomplete?

5.  Houselander describes some of the false gods we create due to “primitive needs” (115): the god 
who takes offense, the rigid god, and the convenient god. Which of these false gods do you think 
our culture is most likely to worship?

What are the “symptoms” that Houselander enumerates that can reveal we have created a false 
Christ to believe in?

Closing Prayer
Holy Spirit, give me a heart that reflects Our Lady’s joyful openness to God’s love and will. Teach 
me to recognize the sacramental reality of my daily life. Lord Jesus Christ, help me to seek, find, and love 
you everywhere and in every person I encounter. Our Lady of the Magnificat, pray for me.
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Pages 125–132 in The Reed of God

From the moment when Christ told Our Lady to see him, her son, in John, she saw 
Christ in all Christians. She took her only son to her heart in all men born. . . . How far 
from her would it have been to say that because she loved Christ, she could love no 
one else: she knew the secret: there was no one else (130).

Opening Prayer
O  God, who chose to become a vulnerable infant in order to share in my humanity and deliver 
me from sin, guide me with your sacrificial love and prepare my heart to seek, recognize, and welcome 
the Christ Child.

Mother Mary, intercede for your child as I contemplate your faithfulness and beautiful example of 
what it means to be fully alive to the truth of the Gospel and to embrace the great joys and sorrows 
of my human experience. Holy Spirit, fill my heart with the peace that passes all understanding. I ask 
these things in the name of the Father, and the Son, and the Holy Spirit,  Amen.

Chapter Reflection
In this chapter, Houselander builds on the theme of how Mary’s suffering is intertwined with the joys 
of her human experience. Both Mary’s suffering and her joy are the result of her love for Jesus. Hou-
selander offers Mary as a model for how we are to be fully human, even in uniting our suffering with 
Jesus’ human suffering on the Cross. But Houselander emphasizes another theme that runs through The 
Reed of God: seeking Christ in all people. Houselander’s imagery of seeking Christ and loving Christ 
in every human being we encounter is truly life changing.
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Reflection Questions
1.  Houselander claims that oneness with Christ, not imitation of him, is the goal of the Christian life. 

How does Mary embody this oneness at Calvary?

2.  What does Houselander mean by “the first great finding was in the Temple. The second great finding 
was on Calvary” (128)?

3.  “He did not say to Mary: ‘Mother, behold me in this crowd.’ Or: ‘Mother, take me to your heart in 
humanity.’ For to Him, as to His Father, each one in the crowd was present, and He loved each one 
as if that one alone existed” (130). How do you integrate an understanding that Christ is all and 
that he is loved in every human soul with the knowledge that his love for humanity is not a generic 
blanket of affection but deeply personal to every individual?

4.  “But no one can serve humanity, can make men happy, unless he first knows one man, unless he 
knows what spells happiness for one man, what things are to one man’s peace” (131). What are 
some practical ways you can seek Jesus and love him in others today?
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5.  How does Our Lady’s relationship with St. John model your calling to look for and find Jesus in 
others?

Closing Prayer
Holy Spirit, give me a heart that reflects Our Lady’s joyful openness to God’s love and will. Teach 
me to recognize the sacramental reality of my daily life. Lord Jesus Christ, help me to seek, find, and love 
you everywhere and in every person I encounter. Our Lady of the Magnificat, pray for me.
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Pages 133–149 in The Reed of God

It is very easy to believe in the indwelling presence of Christ in the souls of imaginary 
people; to believe in it in people whom we do not know; but it is very difficult to believe 
in it in the case of our own relations and our intimate friends (137).

Opening Prayer
O  God, who chose to become a vulnerable infant in order to share in my humanity and deliver 
me from sin, guide me with your sacrificial love and prepare my heart to seek, recognize, and welcome 
the Christ Child.

Mother Mary, intercede for your child as I contemplate your faithfulness and beautiful example of 
what it means to be fully alive to the truth of the Gospel and to embrace the great joys and sorrows 
of my human experience. Holy Spirit, fill my heart with the peace that passes all understanding. I ask 
these things in the name of the Father, and the Son, and the Holy Spirit,  Amen.

Chapter Reflection
Houselander breaks down the life of Mary into a model for our spiritual life. She begins with the growing 
season of Advent in our souls—passive, resting in God’s grace, waiting, and inward (and even secret) 
movement—and then turns to active, outward movement as Christ is born is us and the soul reaches 
for Christ just as Mary sought the Christ Child in the Temple.  And in this seeking of Christ, Houselander 
compares how we view other human beings with how we view the Eucharist. It does not look like 
Christ and yet it is. We must remember to seek and find Christ in others even when they do not look 
like Christ, even when they seem unlovable and difficult.

Houselander writes beautifully about how you should both honor the Christ in yourself and seek 
him in others. You must not only serve but also accept the care of others as they seek to find Christ 
in you. It is not an easy practice to seek Christ in all those you encounter, and perhaps it’s even more 
difficult to have the humility to allow others to serve you. Yet Houselander explains the genius of God’s 
plan that he would hide himself in other people so you can seek him there and find him.
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Reflection Questions
1.  How does Houselander define “faith” (134)?

How can you make an act of faith in Christ’s presence in your life?

2.  How does what Houselander says about working people, refugees, and immigrants (138) motivate 
you to view others in light of seeing the Holy Family in those around us?

3.  What does Houselander mean by “If we look for Christ only in the saints, we shall miss him” (140)?

What part does forgiveness play in seeking the Christ Child?
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4.  How would our culture look different if you were serious about both serving others as Christ and 
accepting help from others who seek to serve Christ in us?

Do you find serving or receiving more difficult?

5.  “Love is most likely of all to spring from another’s need of us, and the fact of spending ourselves 
for another always generates new life in us” (145). I think this is so true. It is something parenthood 
has taught me. And yet, this kind of sacrificial love for another is often viewed as draining rather 
than life-giving or energizing.  As a Christian, how are you to counteract this notion in your corner 
of the world?

Closing Prayer
Holy Spirit, give me a heart that reflects Our Lady’s joyful openness to God’s love and will. Teach 
me to recognize the sacramental reality of my daily life. Lord Jesus Christ, help me to seek, find, and love 
you everywhere and in every person I encounter. Our Lady of the Magnificat, pray for me.
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Pages 151–164 in The Reed of God

If we understood the courtesy of God, we should not be scandalised by the grief of the 
world: not, indeed, that God has caused all these evils, or that He wills them, but that 
He has hallowed them. He could have approached us through beauty and power and 
strength, but He has chosen to come to us through littleness and humility; and for His 
great purpose, the lives that we consider the most useless are often the best material 
(151).

Opening Prayer
O  God, who chose to become a vulnerable infant in order to share in my humanity and deliver 
me from sin, guide me with your sacrificial love and prepare my heart to seek, recognize, and welcome 
the Christ Child.

Mother Mary, intercede for your child as I contemplate your faithfulness and beautiful example of 
what it means to be fully alive to the truth of the Gospel and to embrace the great joys and sorrows 
of my human experience. Holy Spirit, fill my heart with the peace that passes all understanding. I ask 
these things in the name of the Father, and the Son, and the Holy Spirit,  Amen.

Chapter Reflection
The ways God moves in the world are unexpected and difficult for the human mind to comprehend. 
That he would choose the way of humility and littleness bemuses us. The circumstances and lives that 
seem to us to be without significance are often the material by which he transforms the world. Hou-
selander, in beautifully poetic words, describes the manifestations of Christ in the human experience.

I think much of this lovely book can be summed up with the quote “Our life is a sacramental life” 
(158). For me, I think the most life-changing aspects of Houselander’s spiritual insights have to do 
with orienting us toward the way the supernatural interacts with the material. The holy water used 
for a Baptism is indeed water, but it is not only water. Houselander goes further to remind me that my 
children are indeed my children, but they are not only my children; they are the Christ Child as well.
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In his poem “God’s Grandeur,” Gerard Manley Hopkins says, “The world is charged with the gran-
deur of God.” Everything in creation points to the Creator. A green leaf is more than a leaf; it is a sign 
that reminds us of the virtue of hope. A candle is more than wax and flame; it is a reminder of the light 
of Christ. Everything and every person we come in contact with is an opportunity to find Our Lord.

Houselander describes what it looks like to live seeking Christ. Her description is so reminiscent 
of being in love—every sight, every song, and every word reminds us of our beloved. She also touches 
on the pain of this longing and desire. It is a kind of pain we suffer but would not forego. When longing 
for our beloved, we do not wish our love for them away even when it stings or burns us! So must our 
souls long for Jesus.

Reflection Questions
1.  If Christ comes in unexpected ways—for example, in the child Houselander says is “born half-witted” 

and the “brilliant scholar . . . suddenly blinded”—how are you to recognize him (151)?

What resource does God give you to guide your way?

2.  Houselander makes a distinction between natural age and “Christ age” when she asserts that every 
human soul lives in union with part of Christ’s experience in his life on earth. A young child may 
be living out the Passion in a time of grief, for instance (153). What part of Our Lord’s experience 
are you living right now?

3.  How are the lives of the saints misunderstood in their own time (“thought to be eccentric, ridicu-
lous, even positively hypocritical” [155]) and yet influential beyond measure?
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4.  Why is being satisfied the “worst of all diseases” (160)?

Houselander writes, “We can never know God exhaustively or completely; and in this life we cannot 
know even with the vision of the saints in heaven. But we can sometimes know with knowledge 
kin to the knowledge of the dead, for sometimes we become so aware of the fierce beauty of God’s 
light that it seems to be known because it is burning within us. This is very like Purgatory” (162). 
Have you ever experienced this? When do you think Mary did?

5.  What is your relationship with Mary like?

Do you feel comfortable going to her like a child to her mother? Are you confident in her love for 
you that flows from her love for Jesus and his love for us?



44

The Way

How does devotion to Our Lady flow from the relationship of Jesus with his Blessed Mother and 
the relationships you are to have with others?

Closing Prayer
Holy Spirit, give me a heart that reflects Our Lady’s joyful openness to God’s love and will. Teach 
me to recognize the sacramental reality of my daily life. Lord Jesus Christ, help me to seek, find, and love 
you everywhere and in every person I encounter. Our Lady of the Magnificat, pray for me.
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Pages 167–174 in The Reed of God

In heaven the music of the Incarnation is uttered eternally in its first simplicity. The 
Mother has found the lost Child. The empty Chalice is brimming with wine. The Reed 
is filled with infinite music. The Divine Little Bird is in His nest (173–74).

Opening Prayer
O  God, who chose to become a vulnerable infant in order to share in my humanity and deliver 
me from sin, guide me with your sacrificial love and prepare my heart to seek, recognize, and welcome 
the Christ Child.

Mother Mary, intercede for your child as I contemplate your faithfulness and beautiful example of 
what it means to be fully alive to the truth of the Gospel and to embrace the great joys and sorrows 
of my human experience. Holy Spirit, fill my heart with the peace that passes all understanding. I ask 
these things in the name of the Father, and the Son, and the Holy Spirit,  Amen.

Chapter Reflection
The Assumption is one of the most neglected solemnities of the year. Priests have to remind the faithful 
that it’s a holy day of obligation because it’s just not one of the holidays we talk about much. But what 
an incredible reason to celebrate: Our Lady’s entrance into heaven to be with her Son and never be 
separated from him again! It is a day of hope. When we celebrate Mary’s assumption, we are reminded 
that we too can spend eternity with her Son.

I love Houselander’s reflections on the life of Mary after the Resurrection and the ordinary acts of 
love that she would have carried out for St. John.  Again, Mary in her faithful and obedient love accepts 
the burden of ordinary life with joy. She does not consider her work to be finished after Easter. While 
waiting to be reunited with her Son, she seeks him and finds him in St. John and everyone else she 
meets in her daily life.  And then in the assumption we are offered a glorious glimpse into our future. 
If only we too could seek Jesus with all our hearts for all our days—what a fate we would have to look 
forward to! What a wondrous way Christ has conquered death so that it becomes not a specter but a 
moment of triumph when we join Our Lady and Our Lord for eternity.
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Reflection Questions
1.  How does the Bavarian woman who adopts a son after her child’s death (167–68) mirror Our Lady’s 

attitude in becoming a mother to St. John?

What truth do both these women embody that every Christian is called to live out as well?

2.  Why does Houselander think we struggle with understanding Mary’s assumption and understanding 
heaven?

What do you think she means by the Catholic who “lives with too little wonder in the midst of 
miracles” (170)?
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3.  What do you think heaven is like?

What do you find striking about Houselander’s description (171–72)?

4.  Houselander returns to the theme of virginity in this chapter (173). How has this book clarified for 
you the concept of Mary’s virginity and the spiritual virginity that the Christian life calls you to?

5.  We live in a world of anxiety, fear, and despair. How does the Assumption help you develop hope?

Closing Prayer
Holy Spirit, give me a heart that reflects Our Lady’s joyful openness to God’s love and will. Teach 
me to recognize the sacramental reality of my daily life. Lord Jesus Christ, help me to seek, find, and love 
you everywhere and in every person I encounter. Our Lady of the Magnificat, pray for me.
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A  F i n a l  T h o u g h t

I hope you enjoyed reading The Reed of God, studying with this guide, and diving more deeply 
into the life and spirituality of Caryll Houselander with me.  As was previously mentioned, this book was 
written during World War II, and those experiences profoundly colored the spirituality of the author.

If you would like to know more about this, consider picking up a copy of her first book, titled This 
War Is the Passion (available through Ave Maria Press), in which she asks, “What does it mean to be a 
Christian in time of war?” Just as she plumbed the depths of Marian spirituality in The Reed of God, in 
this other book she reveals the meaning of war through the Passion, Death, and Resurrection of Christ. 
You will be challenged to rediscover what it means to love your enemies, all for love of Christ. Enjoy!


