Bishop’s Book Club
December 2025 Offering:
Houselander, Caryll. The Reed of God. Notre Dame: Christian Classics, 2020.

INTRODUCTION TO THE BOOK:

The Reed of God by Caryll Houselander, British Catholic writer and artist, has been cherished by
Catholics worldwide since its first publication in 1944. This spiritual classic invites readers to encounter
Mary, the Mother of God, not as a distant, untouchable figure but as deeply human—one whose
openness to God made divine love visible in the world. Houselander portrays Mary as a reed, hollow
and open, through which God’s song could be played. With this powerful image, Houselander reveals
how Mary gave her whole being to God’s plan and shows how we, too, can become instruments of
divine love. Drawing from centuries of theological tradition yet enriched by her keen understanding of
the human condition and the modern hunger for meaning, Houselander gives flesh and spirit to the
Church’s affirmations about Mary and presents her as a figure designed for contemplation and imitation.
Through essays and poems, divided into four parts, Houselander reflects on the mysteries of Mary’s
life—her fiat, the finding of Jesus in the Temple, her assumption—and on themes of emptiness,
fruitfulness, and the soul’s longing for union with God. In Mary’s humanity, Houselander finds the
model for every believer: to carry Christ into the world.

ABOUT CARYLL HOUSELANDER:

Houselander was born in 1901 in Bath, England, the second of two daughters of Wilmott and Gertrude
Provis Houselander who were English Anglicans. When Houselander was six, her mother converted to
Roman Catholicism and she in turn was also baptized. Shortly after her ninth birthday, her parents
separated and her mother opened a boarding house to support the family; Houselander was sent to a
boarding school, the Convent of the Holy Child. However, Houselander left the Catholic faith in her
teenage years. Nevertheless, she received a number of mystical experiences during this time. These
experiences convinced her that Christ is to be found in all people, even those whom the world shunned
because they did not conform to certain standards of piety. Houselander returned to the Catholic Church
in 1925, but her spiritual reading was founded almost entirely on the Gospels, rather than the writings of
the Church Fathers or official church documents. She met and fell in love with Sidney Reilly, a famous
spy, but he left her broken-hearted when he married another woman. She would never marry.

Houselander was a prolific writer and contributed many pieces to religious magazines. Besides The
Reed of God (1944), Houselander titled her autobiography 4 Rocking-Horse Catholic (1955) to
differentiate herself from those termed "Cradle Catholics". She died in London of breast cancer on 12
October 1954, at the age of 53.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS [NB—There a many discussion questions at the end of the Christian
Classics/Ave Maria Press edition (2020). Some selected from that source are included below:

1. What did you think about The Reed of God? Why do you think is so revered, some 60 years after
it was first published?

2. What is the modern understanding of virginity? What do you think of Houselander’s definition
of virginity as a “whole offering of soul and body to be consumed in the fire of love™?



10.

1.

12.

13.

Why is it such a common part of the human experience to seek constant distraction and
stimulation? Why do we avoid silence and stillness as “dread space”?

How do Houselander’s comments on scandal in the Church (pp. 24-25) speak to scandal in the
Church today?

When speaking of the overpowering of the Holy Spirit at the Annuciation, Houselander describes
as insufferable those who “dictate to the Holy Spirit” (pg. 41) and demand that others pursue
thee same “inspired” things that they are zealous about. What does the Blessed Mother teach us
about authentic inspiration of the Holy Spirit and how we ought to respond?

Houselander connects Jesus’ birth to his death. What do you make of the perennial assertion of
Christians that Jesus was “born to die”?

Mary, the “Reed of God,” plays a love song for the world. What do you make of this image and
why is it apropos?

What does Houselander suggest that the Incarnation (Et Verbum caro factum est) has to say
about the human body? When she says, “There has surely never been an age in which so many
people were so particularly preoccupied with their bodies as this age [1940’s], and yet with so
little profit” (pg.72). Have we surpassed her age in this way, and what is at the heart of such a
preoccupation?

How has the modern world’s “loss of the Divine Child” affected us as a whole? Did we lose Him
or rather, did we renounce Him. How did this happen? Is there evidence that everyone is yet

searching for him (pg. 97)?

Describe the personality of Blessed Mary according to Houselander. What surprised you of his
personality?

What does Houselander mean by “If we look for Christ only in the saints, we shall miss him (pg.
127)? What part does forgiveness play in seeking the Christ Child?

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

Would you recommend The Reed of God? Why or why not?



