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			Note

			All quotations from the Bible are from the 

			English Standard Version (ESV, 2016), unless otherwise indicated.

			

			Foreword

			Should you have made peace with the apparent random-

			ness of life, accepting that there is no higher purpose to what we do, the efforts we make and the suffering we have to bear, or, if you subscribe to the idea that life is a mystery and that we should just try to get the most out of it while we can, then reading this book might well be a waste of your time. On the other hand, if you find it hard to believe that your life may ultimately be meaningless, and struggle with the thought that all of your aspirations and ideals may be for nothing, then I would encourage you to read on.

			This book tells the story of how I, as a young boy, suddenly found myself confronted by the stark realities of life. What really struck me was the contrast between the alluring prospects of life, and the inevitable fate that awaits us all; that death and decay are at work, even while life is promising us recognition and just rewards for our efforts. What grabbed me most of all, was the apparent fleeting nature of beauty. To my youthful mind I could accept that bad things may come and go without any lasting memory or presence, but everything in me revolted against the idea that the same destiny awaited things that are ostensibly good and in particular, beautiful. To me it was inconceivable that the beauty of what I could hear and see around me, served no greater purpose than the momentary pleasure it offers to the beholder.

			

			And so, I became obsessed with delving deeper into the purpose of everything, including that of my own brief existence. It led me to discover an intangible world that, I would argue, lies just ‘beyond the tip of my nose’. It is a world saturated with meaning; a world of ideas that, although they cannot be physically perceived, continue to shape and give purpose to everything we do and experience in the physical world. This discovery made me eager to learn more about the intriguing relationship between tangible and intangible realities, between physical things and their corresponding ideas.

			Still in my youth, I naïvely assumed that everything there is to know can be acquired by applying our faculties of reason and logic. However, I soon discovered that human reason, frustratingly, seems to break down at the point where physical reality meets the realm of metaphysics. What transpired was that the world of metaphysics – the intangible world that lies ‘beyond the tip of my nose’ – can only be navigated by means of another set of faculties, namely those of belief and wonder. While reason and logic are moderately effective for explaining the features of physical reality, they can only complement, but never substitute belief and wonder when I comes to negotiating the world of metaphysics. Significantly, it means that for someone to claim knowledge about something that transcends physical reality, such assuredness must have come from somewhere other than themselves – like belief in God (faith), for example.

			I therefore decided to continue my quest for knowledge about meaning and purpose, by building on the foundations of my Christian faith, which – thankfully, and by the grace of God – my parents instilled in me from a very young age. Realising that reason can – and arguably should – complement belief in God, gave me the freedom to explore matters of faith through reason, but only for purposes of clarification and never to cast doubt. Being able to think rationally about what I believe by faith, brought me to the conclusion that all knowledge ultimately emanates from God. He is the primary cause of everything and therefore the only One capable of bestowing meaning on, and give purpose to all that exists. Consequently, it led me to the personal conviction that, fundamentally, the answer to every conceivable question can be derived from the knowledge of God. This, to me, is what is at the core of a meaningful and purposeful life – to know God.

			

			And this has been my aim in writing down this deeply personal account: To convey the message that any effort to know God is without comparison the most fulfilling and rewarding venture possible for any person. My prayer is that this account may bring more understanding of God’s great work of salvation in the first instance to the lives of my family and the people close to me, and if destined so by the providence of God, also to the wider community of people the Lord is calling to Himself.
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			Pretoria, 2025

			

			1

			Setting the Scene

			“I keep six honest serving-men

			(They taught me all I knew);

			Their names are What and Why and When

			And How and Where and Who.”

			Rudyard Kipling (English journalist, poet and writer)

			Sparked by an idle comment by my mother, and set on course by my father’s accidental disregard for intellectual property, started me off on a lifelong quest to explore the wonders of the intangible world that we inhabit. From an early age, I was fascinated by what lies beyond the edge of physical reality, and was amazed to finally grasp that this horizon was not only infinitely closer than I could ever imagine, but also that the beauty and splendour of what we can perceive in the natural world are but mere glimpses of their true magnificence that lie obscured behind the curtain of physical reality.

			

			What also became evident to me is that it is impossible to gain any understanding of the meaning and purpose of things in the tangible world through the empirical process of trial and error, and that it is only through a combination of trust and wonder that their secrets can be revealed. Whereas the empiricist claims that seeing is believing, the wise person knows that you have to believe in order to see. While the empiricist’s questions are about how to improve their hypothesis, the wise person is constantly looking for more reasons to marvel at what they already know is true. The empiricist asks questions of God to prove His existence, but the wise person requests God to reveal more of His greatness in order to worship Him better. Truth is that God is positively averse to questions that aim to test Him, but He is surprisingly tolerant and willing to entertain requests to reveal more of Himself, by those who wish to adore Him and marvel at His splendour.

			Of all the six tutors listed by Kipling in his poem,1 I keep six honest-serving men, I have always been fascinated most by the ‘Why?’ question. And the reason is that it arguably offers greater potential than any of the other questions to explore the intangible world of meaning and purpose. Rather than be satisfied with answers that emphasise the physical properties of things as they appear to us – their substance (‘What?’ / ‘Who?’), their functioning (‘How?’) or their location (‘Where?’) at a particular moment in time (‘When?’) – asking ‘Why?’ also invites responses that transcend what can experientially be known and verified through our senses. In support of this admittedly arbitrary proposition, it may be possible to get a sense of this distinction by closely considering the following two questions: ‘How does the sun rise?’ and ‘Why does the sun rise?’ An explanation of the solar system and planetary motions may well be sufficient to address the former, but the latter question obliges the thoughtful responder to also deliberate why the sun is there in the first place – how it came into being, and what its significance might be.

			Asking ‘Why?’ generally enquires about the motivations of an actor2 – which denotes a category of ‘being’ that excludes inanimate objects by definition. It would, for example, be very peculiar to ask the sun to explain its motivations for rising, yet it would be common practice to enquire in this fashion about the actions of another person. Alleged criminals, in particular, are frequently challenged to provide their motives (their reasoning) when asked why they have committed a crime. I would also argue that, of all animated creatures, only humans are capable of taking deliberate action, and that all other living creatures are merely capable of reacting; that is to act, but only in accordance with, and within the confines of their innate nature – their instincts. Asking ‘Why does the sun rise?’ is, therefore, not an attempt to get the sun to account for its movements, but is rather a question aimed at its Creator to reveal the true meaning and purpose of its creation (in this case, the sun’s) to us. Meaning and purpose are clearly not qualities that an inanimate object can choose or bestow on itself, not even something as overwhelming in size and significance as the sun. As fellow creatures, we can recognise the appearance of this purpose, in the form of its benefits – that the sun gives us heat and light, and enables life to flourish on Earth – but it would be wrong to consider these benefits as its actual purpose. The fundamental purpose of anything exists only in the mind of its Creator and, in the case of the sun, this is something at which we, who are just another part of the same creation, can only marvel.3

			Not everybody shares this view, though. For example, many mainstream cosmologists and their followers continue to push back against the idea that there are both meaning and purpose behind physical reality. Being a part of that reality, acceptance to them would mean that humans also have a purpose to fulfil, and that we are, therefore, obliged to discover what this purpose is, and subject ourselves to its demands. For such-minded people, a more acceptable, yet infinitely more daunting alternative is to try to prove that physical reality was responsible for its own coming-into-being, and that, by implication, there is no Creator God to hold us accountable for our lack of compliance with our given purpose. Despite the logical inconsistency at the heart of this premise (assuming that something could have caused its own existence is at least paradoxical, if not absurd), many experts in this field persist in their quest by building ever bigger and more elaborate machines to search for the physical origins4 of matter, and mass in particular. According to their premise, there has to be some subatomic particle yet to be discovered that is the cause for anything material to have its substance. For the time being, though, physical reality remains silent and cannot speak5 for itself when asked to explain its origin and purpose.

			Born into a devout Christian family, I have always embraced the idea that the infinitely benign and omnipotent God of the Bible created the universe and gave everything its own perfect6 meaning and purpose. Consequently, my naive expectations were to find complete harmony and flawless synergy to exist between all things in the world. Needless to say, such an infantile world view was bound to disappoint, and my early life experiences to the contrary caused real distress and genuine sadness in me, even to the point of despair. Still, armed with little more than anecdotal support for my fledgling faith (that God is ultimately in control, and that everything happens for a reason), I was determined to understand why life and the world delivered so far below their potential, starting with exploring the reasons for my own personal challenges in life. I became obsessed with analysing the events of my past, and committed myself to find the why behind my personal calamities. I devoted myself to Bible study and prayer, and sought tirelessly for that key change, or sacrifice I had to make in order to better align my behaviour and thoughts with what the Bible demands.

			

			Subconsciously, my motivation was to remove every conceivable obstacle that may hinder the flow of God’s blessings towards me. My objective was to lead – as best as I can – a ‘holy’ life, not to earn my salvation by it, but simply to please my Father in Heaven. Incomprehensibly, and despite the best of intentions, I found myself drifting further away from the results that I so desired. From my limited perspective, the messages I got from the Bible were often conflicting, and generally more confusing than helpful. I became disillusioned and felt more and more lost.

			After nearly a lifetime of wrestling with God, trying to understand why my life consistently seems to be taking the wrong turn at critical junctions, it finally dawned on me that it is impossible to use God, or His Word for that matter, for your own purposes. It is impossible to use God, even when your intentions are good and it is for conceivably noble reasons like ‘how to serve Him better, or please Him more’. Looking back, I can attest that, by His grace alone, I finally came to understand that the purpose of the Bible is not to help me to analyse or understand my problems so that I can fix them, but for God to reveal Himself – the living Word – to us in the person of Jesus Christ, our Lord. What I had failed to see all along was actually the most profound problem of all, namely that we as human beings do not know7 God and, subsequently, that God in His providence came to our aid and gave us the Bible for this exact purpose; so that we may know8 Him. I realised that, to perceive the Bible as anything different, or attempt to employ it with any other end in mind than to know our Creator, is to dismiss9 the Lord and His purposes for bestowing on us this extraordinary gift.

			Gradually, it also became clear to me that, the more you get to know the Lord, the more you will understand about yourself, your own significance and ultimately your purpose in life. Without knowledge of God, I would argue that there can be no knowledge at all, as knowledge depends on certainty and truth, and there can be no certainty about anything unless we have prior knowledge of an absolute, constant and ultimately reliable reference10 point to which all other things we want to know something about can be related. We may think of the sun, the moon and the stars as such universal reference points, and derive from the regularity of their movements the confidence (certainty) to form, for example, a concept of time, except, these objects are all part of a creation whose every moment of existence is sustained by the power11 of God’s Word – that is, the Lord Jesus Christ. It means that everything in the universe is dependent12 on Him for their very being, and that every minute detail of their functioning is determined by His continuously unfolding counsel and providence. If He named13 all the stars, and the sun14 only sets at His command, and the raging sea15 becomes calm at His rebuke, then the Lord Jesus Christ is the only truly reliable and unchangeable16 point of reference in all of time and space. He is the real ‘universal constant’.

			This led me to one final conclusion: No matter the subject, or how profound, or how trivial your question may be, the answer is always “know the Lord”. And this is not some threshold, or a step to be completed before moving on to matters you may consider more ‘relevant’. It is not an exam question you have to get right in order to engage with ‘real-world’ issues. Firstly, the Lord is different from any other person or subject, in the sense that it is impossible to exhaust what is possible to know about Him; in fact, what remains to be known about Him is always exponentially17 more, and also more wonderful, than the knowledge we may have of Him today. Secondly, the Lord Himself is the Truth, and anything that can be known as true inevitably stems from Him and is enabled18 by Him, in those who seek it. True knowledge19 about anything (else) is, therefore, only to be acquired as a consequence of knowing the Lord, because everything has its significance, its meaning and its purpose only in and through Him.

			•	“For by him all things were created, in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or dominions or rulers or authorities – all things were created through him and for him. And he is before all things, and in him all things hold together.” (Colossians 1:16-17)

			Jesus Christ is the creator of all things visible and invisible, in Heaven and on Earth. Everything was created by Him and for Him, and He continues to uphold all of creation every moment of every day, by the power20 of His word. Of everything that exists, He is the beginning and the end; the Alpha and the Omega; the cause and the conclusion. Because He is the source from whom everything derives its significance, it means that, without this acknowledgement, any pursuit of knowledge is ultimately devoid of meaning and purpose and, therefore, pointless.

			

			Besides, the Lord is omniscient, gracious and trustworthy, and He has all the answers. It therefore stands to reason, that the more we get to know the One who knows everything, including everything about us, the more we will learn and understand about ourselves too. Once you start to embrace this principle and seek the Lord with all your heart, do not be surprised when you find the answers you now so desperately search for along the way, almost as an unintended consequence.

			Let us also not forget that the Lord is infinite in power and wisdom, and He is always alert. He listens to all people, and there is no request, quiet thought or stifled plea that escapes His attention. But the Lord is also holy and jealous, and it irritates Him when people come to Him for answers and look for His help, yet they cannot be bothered to know Him. The Lord is not like some consultant, whose services we can acquire on demand in exchange for a favour or monetary compensation. The only acceptable ‘offering’ I can bring to the Lord is myself, all of me, bowing down in humble obedience before Him, while trembling21 at His Word. For these reasons, the Lord hides22 Himself from those who choose to stay ignorant, but He reveals Himself abundantly to those who eagerly search for Him with a contrite spirit and a real thirst for His knowledge.

			

			The Lord blessed us with an inquisitive nature and a sense of wonder for a reason; so that we are able and inclined to search for Him and marvel at His greatness. With His creation, the Lord gave us abundant material and opportunity to get to know His character, including His power and wisdom. However, to do so means that we will have to restore our relationship with the natural order, as our communication with nature has been compromised to such an extent that the language it speaks – through no fault of its own – is now almost incomprehensible to us. Fortunately, the Lord not only revealed Himself through His work, but also by His Word and, more specifically, His living Word. While we can trace the character of God by studying His work, we can now come to know His likeness (to us) in the person of our Lord Jesus Christ.

			Since His first appearance in the world as a human, it became possible to relate with the Lord as a person and, in doing so, we have this extraordinary privilege to converse with the living God and to learn23 from Him, personally. Significantly, it means that we can – and evidently, should – ask24 Him questions about Himself in order to get to know Him better, yet always with the understanding that He already was fully revealed to us in the Bible, and that we should, therefore, not expect answers from Him that would in any way add to, contradict, diminish or distract from what has already been recorded in the Bible. The Lord is perfect, and so is His Word – His revelation of Himself to us – and there is nothing more to be said about Him that is not already contained in the Bible. Nevertheless, the Lord welcomes the desire for more knowledge from an adoring mind and, to this end, he gave us His Spirit to bear witness and to testify about Him, to declare and expose ever more of Him from what we read in the Bible, so that we may become mature25 in our thinking and reach the fullness26 of His stature.

			In this context, it is striking to notice that the two greatest prophets of the Old Testament – Moses and Elijah – both desired27 to see God, apparently to develop their impressions of Him, in order to come to greater knowledge and understanding of who He really is. It would not be presumptuous to assume that they must each have harboured their own doubts and uncertainties and, consequently, the questions they would have liked to ask the Lord.

			Sadly, though, by far the most common use of our ability to question is not to adore, but rather to vent, or despair, and more generally for people to express their dissatisfaction with the unfairness they perceive in the world. Even more lamentable is when the ‘Why?’ question in particular is used to cast doubts on the Lord’s ability to control the affairs of this world, and when people brazenly call into question His providence28 and willingness29 to prevent bad things from happening. Evidently, such complaints are real and to some extent reasonable, as it is undeniable that life can sometimes be perceived as harsh and mystifying at best, and the world as a place where justice is rarely served.

			Making sense of it all has, therefore, been a rather important issue to me, and one that stirred my curiosity from a very young age. I had many ‘Why?’ questions, not least of which was to find out why an infinitely benign and omnipotent Creator would allow the world – that He by all accounts so dearly loves – to deteriorate into the state of brokenness and misery that we experience today. As mentioned before, I came to realise that the answer to this question – and ultimately all questions – is to know the Lord. It also became clear to me that we will never solve this mystery by staring at the consequences of the main issue, and that the solution is not to do less of the things that harm others and the world, nor is it to do more of the things that promote life and living as we perceive it. Our focus should – for example – not be on global warming, and subsequently what we can do to reduce greenhouse gases, neither should we aim to legalise the rights of more and more minority groups, to try to coerce people to live in pretentious harmony. The only way to solve the world’s problems, including our own personal issues, is to look at them from God’s perspective, and then to learn from Him what action we should take to resolve. And this we cannot do, unless we know who He is, and earnestly and willingly subject ourselves to Him.

			

			Consider the following:

			•	God says the problem with our lives is that we do not know30 Him. If we had known Him, we would also have known that He is the Truth. Being the Truth does not mean that He owns some, or even all of the truth, nor is He just a part of the Truth. He is the whole and absolute Truth, meaning that everything that is true emanates from His very being.

			•	Being the Truth indicates a singularity, which denies the existence of another ‘truth’, or ‘truths’, as this would be a contradiction in terms. If, hypothetically, multiple ‘truths’ were possible, it would either mean that none of them is the full truth, or they are all identical, in which case all except one will be redundant. This argument echoes the Bible’s declaration that God is One.31

			•	Without truth, there can be no justice, as at the heart of justice is the ability to distinguish between right and wrong, and how can we tell right from wrong if we do not know the truth? The absence of truth in a society means that either anarchy or tyranny will ensue (and in fact, have ensued).

			

			•	Without truth, there can be no grace, as being gracious involves knowing the difference between right and wrong, and then to take pity on those who bear their guilt for being wrong, but cannot redeem themselves or avoid the consequences. It is to show mercy when you are in a position of authority and capable of retribution, yet refrain from exacting revenge on those who are helpless and on the wrong side of justice.

			•	Without truth, there can be no justice and, without justice, there can be no grace, which means that both grace and justice are dependent on truth, of which God is the only source.

			•	Knowledge of God is, therefore, fundamental to truth, justice and grace, which, together, underpin all of life. There is not a thought, word or action that is not governed by these three notions.

			•	The Lord Jesus Christ declares that He is full of grace and truth. It means that He sets the boundary between right and wrong by His ‘truthfulness’, and He offers Himself as payment for those who are in the wrong and helpless, by His ‘gracefulness’. By leading a life that can only attest of complete justice, He was able to bring both grace and truth into perfect harmony.

			Given this context, it is profoundly moving to consider the most consequential ‘Why?’ that was ever asked. A question that fundamentally changed the course of history, and truly reverberated into eternity, was posed by the Son of God hanging on a cross: “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” (Mark 15:34). On that fateful day, His perfect plea for justice was met with deafening silence, in order to allow our imperfect, stammering requests32 to always be heard by our loving Father in Heaven.

			It is my sincere wish that what follows will encourage you to never stop to wonder, and to continue to ask questions from a trusting heart and an adoring mind, so that you may truly come to know Him.

			•	“Let him who boasts boast in this, that he understands and knows me, that I am the Lord who practices steadfast love, justice, and righteousness in the earth.” (Jeremiah 9:23)

			

			2

			How it all Started

			My mother often referred to someone caught in the act of doing or saying something really inane, that they, in that moment, didn’t think beyond the tip of their nose. As a toddler, the idea that the tip your nose represented some magical boundary between foolishness and wisdom was fascinating to me. I had all sorts of questions, like ‘how can you tell if your thinking has reached the tip of your nose’, or ‘how long will you have to think in order to be sure that you have now crossed this boundary, and that you are – metaphorically speaking – on safe ground’?

			My mother was amused by these questions and, with all the practical wisdom acquired over the years from raising my five older siblings, explained that the tip of your nose also represents the border between obedience and disobedience; between children who listen to, and take notice of the good counsel of their parents, and those who disregard it and follow their own heads. Sadly, my mother’s wise words and implicit warning could not deter me from putting her advice to the test, to my own detriment. Although scarred, the damage was fortunately not irreparable, and I am grateful that I am today able to impart similar lessons to my own children and grandchildren.

			

			The fascination with the tip of my nose and its metaphoric implications in particular did, however, not end there. While my mother was trying to warn me about the dangers of short-sightedness and teach me the value of common sense from a practical life experience point of view, my father – may he not be held accountable for this ‘oversight’ – prematurely stirred in me the desire to also explore the topic philosophically. Probably in an attempt to keep me from getting under his feet while he was working at his desk, he would often hand me a pencil and some of the old transcripts he used when lecturing on a variety of subjects, including philosophy and anthropology. These were all paper copies and only printed on one side, so every other page was blank and available for toddler abuse. The problem, however, was that the words on the paper soon began to interest me more than the opportunity to give expression to my limited artistic capabilities.

			Thanks mainly to my mother’s dedication and patience, I was able to read and write before I started school. And, although I am not trying to say that Philosophy 101 made much sense to me at such a young age, certain words and names – like Plato and Socrates – left a lasting impression on me. This was probably also due to the fact that my father – in unguarded moments – portrayed such men almost as heroes before me. Consequently, instead of keeping me occupied with my own activities so that he can do his work, he now had to make amends for his unintended intellectual generosity, and found himself having to answer my questions and explain the things that I could read from his notes. To his credit, he remained patient and seemed not too unwilling to indulge me. He would even sometimes take me on his lap, likely because the topic was one of particular interest to him, and perhaps also because he subconsciously wanted to allow me the full benefit of his considerable pedagogical prowess.

			

			One such topic was Plato’s ‘Realm of Forms’ and, ever since my father introduced me to the nub of this idea, I continue to be fascinated by the notion that there is another world (realm) that mirrors our own except for its own perfection, and that everything in our world derives its true meaning and purpose from a corresponding, yet generic ‘form’ in this other, perfect world. While this may not be true as just a factual proposition, it should not distract from the significance of the idea, namely that meaning and purpose are never intrinsic to the created things we observe in this world, but are always derived from outside of physical reality – from somewhere beyond the tip of our ‘collective nose’, as I will argue later in this chapter.

			Although conversations with my father from an early age certainly sparked my curiosity about the metaphysical realm, it took more than words to help me appreciate the real significance of thoughts and ideas, of things that are intangible and beyond the reach of our physical, sensory capabilities. Against this backdrop, the single most eventful moment for me happened on the day when, for the first time in my life, I consciously experienced a deep depression.

			With the exception of my father and next older brother, the rest of my family were all blessed with musical talent. As a consequence, music, and classical music in particular, was a constant presence in the house, not always performed to the best standards of quality, but always appreciated and listened to. Being a toddler in South Africa during the early 1960s, my family would, on a regular Saturday evening, flock around the radio and tune in to one of our favourite shows, U eie keuse, literally meaning ‘Your own choice’, and it was mostly thanks to this programme that I have developed a lifelong passion for classical music, and Italian opera in particular. We also had a stereo vinyl record player, which was the pinnacle of technological sophistication in our household at the time, and I would sometimes venture to operate this phenomenon of excellence by myself, although I was generally regarded as too young to be trusted alone with such a delicate instrument.

			

			And so it happened that, on occasion, I found myself sitting on the floor next to the, for me, prohibited instrument, stealthily listening to – if I remember correctly – Jussi Björling performing Flotow’s M’appari, Tutt’ Amor. Although the music was well known to me – we only had a limited number of vinyl records, and most of them were in frequent use – it was one of my all-time favourites and one that I would listen to at any time, given the opportunity. Quite often, I would try to memorise as much as I was able to of the music, and then imagine myself replicating the magnificence of the actual performance by playing the tune with one finger on the piano afterwards.

			This time, though, I experienced something new. For the first time, I felt truly stirred by the music, and it was as if the beauty of the performance had captivated my senses and exposed my youthful mind to a reality that is far more imminent, starker and consequential than anything I have ever experienced before. Yet the overwhelming sensation was not one of apprehension, or even excitement, but rather of intense sadness; like being vividly reminded of the irretrievable loss of something very precious, without knowing exactly what it was. My only awareness in those moments was a severe and inexplicable sense of longing. Many years later, it occurred to me that this was my first ever conscious experience of feeling depressed.

			

			At the time, though, I instinctively ascribed my sense of loss to the fact that the music had stopped. It was, after all, my attentive listening to these sounds that had brought this strange feeling over me. It also struck me as rather sad to think that I would never be able to keep and cherish its beauty, as well as my sensation of it, for any longer than what the performance lasted. I realised then that, as humans, we are incapable of keeping for ourselves any of what is the real purpose, or the value of music, namely its beauty. Yes, it is possible to own a copy of the sheet music, or perhaps have a recording of a live performance that I can call my own, but the actual in-the-moment presentation of this particular succession of harmonious sounds that I have just heard, this, we can never grasp and call our own.

			Even more depressing to me was the fact that those precious, beautiful sounds I had just heard were now forever gone and, if they still exist, they are part of a world that is not accessible to me. All that remained was an imperfect and rapidly fading memory that perished all too soon. I knew that it would be possible to ‘refresh’ my memory by replicating my experience; I could raise the arm of the turntable again, and gently lower the sensitive pick-up needle into the second groove of the quietly rotating vinyl disc and, after a brief moment of gentle hissing, those familiar tones would resound. The only problem is that it can never be exactly the same as before; that it will again just be another unique and fleeting experience, with no lasting endurance.

			

			Like an axe slowly gets blunted with every blow, and gradually loses its ability to cut into a block of wood, such was my growing awareness now, that the effect of music on a person also fades away with every repetition. And it is not so much the actual performance that deteriorates, or becomes less effective, but rather that the person who listens to it is forever changing. And this realisation suddenly confronted me with my own temporariness (transience); the fact that I – like every other person – can experience any particular moment in our lifetimes only once. There is no reset button that I can press to replace my circumstances and personal conditions like they were before the current instant. That moment, those particular sounds and specific circumstances, my earlier being me, all of those are now gone and forever out of my reach.

			To make matters worse, I became despondent just trying to imagine all the time and painstaking effort that went into the production of the recording I had just listened to. My eldest brother was already an accomplished musician and professional organist at the time, so I had good reason to believe that I might be able to follow in his footsteps, yet, in those dark moments, the harsh reality dawned on me that there are no guarantees that your work will ever be appreciated. In fact, the possibility may well be greater that all your efforts will be in vain. Even if you do manage to earn the admiration and respect of your family and contemporaries, there are no assurances that the next generation will feel the same. Is it then really worth all the effort and commitment, especially if the essence of your work is so time-bound, so in the moment, as is the case with music – or, for that matter, any of the performing arts? Is it really even worth trying if the chances of creating an enduring remembrance are so slim?

			

			Two thoughts now occurred to me: I could not accept that the experience of something as beautiful and moving as the music I just listened to was also so fragile and fleeting. Everything in me revolted against the idea that beauty itself was perishable and had no endurance. To my youthful mind, it was conceivable that bad or ugly things could expire, but things of beauty had intrinsic value and, therefore, the ‘right’ to continue to exist, even if they were no longer accessible to me.

			The other thought that occurred to me was that life in general, and more specifically the good things that we do in life, are never futile or in vain. It is always worth doing what is right, even if there is no clear and obvious reward for us, now or in the foreseeable future.

			At this junction, it may be helpful to note that I no longer differentiate between aesthetic beauty and moral justice, particularly at a fundamental level. In my estimation, both stem from the same source, which I will provisionally refer to simply as the truth. This point will be developed and unpacked in a later chapter.

			

			These two rudimentary ideas – the incorruptibleness of beauty, and the intrinsic value of good deeds – I have to concede had nothing to do with my own insight or powers of discernment. Their occurrence to me in those moments, I can only ascribe to the solid foundation of Christian principles that my parents, by the Lord’s graceful provision, have established in my mind. This happened even before I had any real capability to discern or formulate such ideas for myself. In hindsight, it is something for which I cannot thank them enough.

			Naturally, did I not possess the literacy skills or the vocabulary at the time to formulate these ideas in the way that I am capable of now, but there is no doubt in my mind about their occurrence to me. In more childlike terms, my reasoning was as follows:

			•	There is an invisible, spiritual world inaccessible to us, where the Lord (as my parents made the Triune God of the Bible known to me) and angels dwell.

			•	Because the Lord (who is eternal and personifies goodness) has made us, He therefore takes pleasure in the good things that we do and, for this reason, they cannot be in vain.

			•	Because the Lord is eternal and omnipotent, it means that all that He delights in are always before Him, and that such things are, therefore, also imperishable.

			And these were the thoughts that anchored my fragile mind, in those moments when I first felt the agony and desolation that comes with depression. I also became acutely aware of my own lack of resistance, and how tempting it was to give in and wallow in the mire of self-pity and despair. For a short while, I almost took satisfaction in disrupting my positive thoughts, and from smothering any ambitions I may have had for achieving something excellent and good. Fortunately, by the grace of the Lord, I was reminded about these simple truths that I was taught by my parents. Convinced of their validity, I was able to see the stark contrast between the premise of what I have been taught and that of my new, dark and depressing thoughts. I therefore had no problem discarding the latter.

			

			2.1.	On depression

			Much later in life, I was able to see that depression gets a hold on your mind through what I believe is deception. And this is so, because our feelings of depression are essentially a consequence of believing something that is fundamentally untrue – as I will aim to demonstrate. One way33 of deceiving people is to present them with a false premise, and then to swiftly follow up this assertion with more related statements – some of which are evidently true – in quick succession. This is done in order to give the impression that the truth of the subsequent statements is somehow derived from the premise and, in so doing, attempt to give the premise credibility and obscure its falsehood. The idea is to confuse, rather than to clarify, and usually, by denying the targeted person the opportunity to give their opinion on the false premise, their silence on the matter is then taken as endorsement.

			And this was precisely the method used when Jesus was tempted34 by the Devil. By saying ‘if you are the Son of God…’, the implied, false premise is that Jesus may, or may not be the Son of God. He then immediately followed up this falsehood with a pretentious quote from Psalm 91 – which is clearly true, but used in this instance to mask the untruth of the preceding premise. The trap was now set for Jesus to give credence to the lie, by accepting the challenge to prove that He really is the Son of God. Fortunately, our Lord had no trouble seeing through this deceit, and instantly exposed the falsehood of the premise.

			If we are to effectively counter depression, we have to identify the core assumption, or the premise on which our reasons for being depressed are based. While there may be many valid reasons to explain our suffering, including bereavement, loneliness or perhaps a career-ending injury, I would respectfully argue that none of them is sufficient reason to be depressed. On the contrary, it is my belief that depression is founded on a false, and even dangerous, premise.

			To explain: There is a distinct difference between suffering as a result of physical or emotional discomfort, and to suffer because we feel depressed. The Bible clearly states that suffering (not because of depression) is integral to the life of every Christian, and that it is something that we should share35 and even rejoice36 in. On the other hand, there is good evidence that any signs of depression in His people were often questioned, if not met with angry impatience by the Lord.

			•	When Joshua tore his clothes and fell down before the ark of the Lord, and moaned in despair about the Israelites’ loss in battle against the people of Ai, he was told by the Lord to: “Get up! Why have you fallen on your face?” (Joshua 7:10)

			•	When Elijah fled for his life, complaining in self-pity that he has now reached the end of his endurance, and that the Lord should take away his life, the Lord’s response was evidently disapproving of his Prophet’s behaviour and, upon reaching Mount Horeb, He confronted Elijah: “What are you doing here, Elijah?” (1 Kings 19:9)

			•	David preaches (speaks on behalf of God) to his own soul when he was overcome by depression, even reprimanding his soul for feeling so low
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