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Still Got Something to Say

Our whole family loved The Traveling Wilburys. We took their first album on holiday with us when our kids were younger and we all got to know the songs pretty much by heart. It wasn’t until many years later that a bit of one of the tracks became a slightly annoying earworm: ‘. . . even if you’re old and grey . . . you still got something to say’.* Those two snippets triggered a defensive petulance. I know why. I was coming up to the age of seventy and, although parts of my body were beginning to show signs of wear, I was enjoying all the creative stuff as much as or more than ever. Simply thinking and dreaming has always been one of my favourite hobbies. Accepting and sharing that fact has been very good for me. As to the value of the stuff I produced as a result of all this churning – well, who knows?

 

* ‘End of the Line’ by The Traveling Wilburys, from the album The Traveling Wilburys Volume 1, 1989.

 

Why on earth would I not still have something to say when I’m old and grey? For goodness’ sake! Don’t you dare patronise me with your suggestion that, as I sit gibbering in the corner, there might be a slim chance of some tiny aspect of my inane drivel proving to be very nearly worth listening to. Let’s just get this straight . . .!

I can be very childish at times, but I am slowly maturing. Old age may be upon Bridget and me, but we have no intention of going gently. In fact, we have rather a lot to say. Well, I do anyway, but increasingly things seem to happen to prevent me from sharing my wonderful words of faith and wisdom. Here is an example.

Floods and Following Jesus

One morning Bridget and I agreed that I would settle down to write a letter for my website. It was a good day to choose, because she was due to begin a new voluntary role at our church café in the morning, and I had none of those niggling loose ends to deal with at home. At ten o’clock I sat down at the table in my sitting-room, lifted the lid of my laptop, opened a new file and took a sip of my coffee. There was no clear reason to believe that my work would be postponed or interrupted.

You know, I am sure that God would say he allows me quite a lot of slack. But I do the same for him. I really do. I am prepared – if not exactly happy – to temporarily shelve such issues as predestination and free will, all the human suffering that is allowed by an omniscient and all-loving creator, and, as the writer of 1 John said, and as we seem to see playing out on the world stage as I write, the devil being allowed to rule the world.

Anyway, you would think, would you not, that the Almighty might have rewarded my patient forbearance over these issues by sending an experienced angel in to ensure that I could get some work done that morning? All I can say is that the one dumped on me must have been on divine work experience. I had typed just two words when disaster happened.

On the other side of the table at which I was sitting stood a very tall, fluted glass container filled with fresh flowers. A moment earlier there had been a lot of water in it. Suddenly there was none. Maybe I nudged the table leg with my knee. Whatever the reason, this vase suddenly slipped from the china coaster it was standing on and fell heavily across the table in my direction. The glass did not actually break, but the water flowed out and across the wooden surface like a freak wave. Objects lying around on the table became small islands in a sea of stale, flower-fragmented, stained water.

Panic-stricken, I immediately rescued my laptop then rushed to the kitchen as fast as three score years and ten would allow and collected what was left of our last giant kitchen roll (I love those giant kitchen rolls). Seconds later I liberated and frantically mopped my mobile phone before anything else, closely followed by some printed sheets of paper, a pink plastic box of computer sticks and my new black spectacle case. The water remained. There was a lot of it. No exaggeration. There was a lot.

Repeated applications of paper towels barely touched the problem. Not only that, but as I had nothing handy in which to dump the sodden lumps of tissue, they simply remained on the table, slowly, maddeningly releasing the water that they were supposed to have absorbed for good. Saying some quite bad things, I staggered back to the kitchen for a receptacle.

A few minutes later, after feverish activity, the kitchen roll was exhausted, and the results formed a strange misshapen mass in a big china bowl.

One problem. The table was still awash.

Only one resource remained. Not for the first time I cursed the fact that we have no downstairs toilet. Martyrdom is always a possibility in the committed Christian life, but I don’t see why we should have to put up with trudging repeatedly up and down stairs before it happens.

It worked, though. Toilet paper eventually did the trick. Half a roll or more it needed before that expanse of polished wood was totally dry once more. Sitting beside the bowl, now piled ridiculously high with a mountain of soaked, dripping tissue, I breathed a weary gasp of relief. Back to square one.

At that precise moment – the house phone rang.

For a moment I teetered on the brink of Basil Fawlty mode. But it was all right. The call brought good news from someone I really like. Perhaps my flood incident, annoying though it was, highlights the fact that however carefully we plan, we can never be completely in charge of what happens next – which happens to be more or less the subject I had intended to write about.

Bridget and I are now absolutely clear about one aspect of this strange business of trying to be followers of Jesus. No matter how carefully, committedly and prayerfully we plan our lives, it is almost impossible to know what God is doing, or what our contribution to his work is likely to be. In the past this depressed and annoyed us at times. Perhaps we wanted to be driving and controlling the process of living as a Christian, whatever that might actually mean. Nowadays, we still ask continual questions about what is going on and how we might be allowed to fit in, but there is a profound and growing sense of liberation accompanying a decision to let God be in charge, especially as more interesting and unexpected things seem to happen when he picks up the reins. We’ve been telling people God is in charge of our lives for years, and almost managing to believe it, so it is probably about time it became true.

Just one more thing to get off my chest. I’ve been cheered and encouraged by the total commitment with which representatives of the Christian Church vividly reflect and live out one of the commands given by Jesus in the thirteenth chapter of John’s Gospel. It goes like this:

 

A new command I give you: bully, mistreat and neglect one another. As I have bullied, mistreated and neglected you, so you must bully, mistreat and neglect one another.

 

OK, I might have got that slightly wrong, but the fact is that we have recently met quite a lot of Christians who are wrestling with hurt and bewilderment because they have been marginalised or oppressed or manipulated by people who were supposed to be their brothers and sisters.

One of the really tricky issues is that in many cases the people who caused such hurt may have done so with the best of intentions. It is easy for us to race excitedly ahead with visions that spring from human optimism and plans that have been agreed by everyone except the Holy Spirit, but if we take a moment to look behind us we may see bodies on the road. I’m quite sure I’ve been guilty of this myself. Thank goodness God has organised such a warm and efficient means of bringing light into the darkness.

God is very nice, if extremely difficult to read, and he’s looking for people to join him behind the counter. As the years go by, we are pretty sure only one qualification is required. Willingness to be there and to do what we’re told.

There you are. I dealt with the flood, dried the table, controlled my bad language and wrote the stuff that I had more or less planned. A peace descended. I did my best not to worry about that.

What of Me?

Now that we have reached these advanced years, we occasionally sense polite young people restraining their curiosity about what could possibly make it worthwhile for us to get up in the morning. Some are not so polite.

 

I remember being on a bus many years ago, when I was a rosy-cheeked young man in my very early fifties. There were only two other people travelling on this comfortably solid lump of late-twentieth-century public transport. They were on the double seat facing me. One was a rather sulky-looking slab of a youth whom I judged to be nineteen or twenty years old. Squashed in next to him was an attractive girl of about the same age. She was clearly with the youth in a specifically geographical sense, but the hunted expression in her eyes and a succession of what looked to me like escape rehearsal twitches in her body suggested that, at the very least, she was contemplating the joyful prospect of elsewhere.

After a few minutes of moribund silence, the youth must have decided that the time had come to resurrect himself enough to favour the other occupant of his small world with a shaft of dazzling wit. He raised his head.

‘If I wuz to wake up tomorrer,’ he said, with lugubrious intensity, ‘and found I was fifty, joo know wot I’d do?’

Pushing her hair away from her face, and her face away from his, she replied dispassionately, ‘No, I don’t. What would you do?’

‘I’d top myself.’

The girl turned to stare at him for a moment. Was there a more animated expression on her face? Was it mingled with an expression of yearning? I thought I could guess what she was thinking, and even the words she might have refrained from uttering . . .

‘I wish you were fifty.’

Harsh, if I was correct, but I did empathise with her, and I should admit that I did have some sympathy with that young man’s perspective. I might not have expressed my opinion as bluntly in a public place in the hearing of someone who showed all the signs of having already toppled into the hellish abyss of fifty-year-old hopelessness and despair, but I do recall having, at the same point in my fifties, a very agnostic attitude to any possible quality of life after the age of seventy. Now that I am past my seventy-third birthday, I am, as I have said, finding much to enjoy, thank you very much.

Take tea, for instance. We love tea. Before I go any further, let me make it absolutely clear that I am not talking about the apparently ubiquitous belief that most problems encountered by the elderly can be solved with a cup of tea, and just about all of them with the addition of a biscuit. That is not the case.

Tea is one of God’s greatest and most enduring creations, and he did quite well with biscuits. Bridget and I have always relished those things. Over the years, tea has saved our sanity and almost our lives on a number of occasions. OK, gin and tonic in proper glasses with slices of lemon and lime, or Lagavulin whisky entirely on its own might also do the trick, but those who, like that member of The Traveling Wilburys I did not specify, become a little patronising towards us mature specimens, are unlikely to start sloshing that sort of stuff around just to keep us socially sedated.

Yes, tea is an ongoing miracle, but miracle is only coincidentally an anagram of reclaim. The time has to be right, and we, in cooperation with God, will choose the time. Thank you.

One sad fact that cannot be miracled away by even the best tea and biscuits as we reach this age is the relatively frequent death of contemporaries and, even more alarmingly, friends, family and people in the news who are several years younger than us. Embracing death is a strange business, an anticipated and inevitable shock that comes rolling into the terminus. I don’t like it.

Some claim to be unmoved by the prospect of death. I am not. I do not wish to die. I wish to remain alive. Once or twice in my life, friends who are not Christians have made comments like this: ‘Of course, you Christians won’t have any problem about dying, will you? You’re just looking forward to moving on into glory or heaven, or whatever you call it.’

One particular friend was frankly sceptical when I pointed out that, by the time he was in Gethsemane, Jesus was clearly dreading the ghastly events that were still to come. In fact, he said, ‘My grief is so great that it almost crushes me.’ He also asked, if it was possible, to be allowed to back out of the whole crucifixion nightmare. If anyone should have been able to picture the ‘glory’, it was him.

My friend was puzzled. He said that he knew the Bible well and remembered none of this. He would go and check it out. I still don’t know if he did or not.

A surprising number of believers and most unbelievers find it almost impossible to get their heads round one statement that sounds simple but is eternally not.

He became man.

Jesus the man knew all the weaknesses and strengths and joys and tragedies of being a real man. In a way that is in most respects inexplicable to us, he also knew exactly the same experiences of being the real God who was inhabiting the real man.

Clear as mud, eh? But that’s where it’s at. And that’s why he was conflicted. And that’s why we are as well. We inherit the burden and the blessing. Choice in that respect does not appear in the contract.

As a very limited man I cannot imagine how I would ever face past, present or future without the Spirit that seems to be in me. I am profoundly interested in heaven, whatever that turns out to be, as long as it doesn’t involve singing ‘Shine Jesus Shine’ for the next ten million years. At the same time, I love this world and my life, and I want to hang on to it for as long as is humanly (or spiritually) possible. Something like that.

Here is a poem I wrote years ago, when I was ambitiously asking myself how the combination of man and God worked itself out in the consciousness of the human being called Jesus. It is called ‘What of Me?’

Yes, he will rise again.

But what of me?

Though death flaps down to take me like a huge black bird

Casting ragged shadows over lilies of the valley,

Over milky moonlit seas,

Sunrise glory,

Sunset flame,

Peach and pearl in Galilean skies,

The coolness of a woman’s hand,

Children’s eyes,

The rasp of rough-grained wood against the skin,

Light in the gaze of men, who, by a miracle of faith, have seen,

Heard, walked, talked,

Discovered that their pitted skin is whole and clean.

Sabbath walks, meandering through rolling fields of wheat;

The chattering and chuckling of my friends,

Their sweet naivety.

A scent of cooking fish,

The call to eat;

Old stories by the fire;

Good wine;

A kiss;

Love and wisdom in my mother’s smile;

The tears of those who loved me much

Because I gently, fiercely took away their sin.

And will I rise again?

Indeed, the Son of Man must rise and live once more.

But what of me?

What of me?

I Don’t Remember It That Well

There’s nothing funny about serious loss of memory as we get older. Bridget’s dad (and therefore her mum as a consequence) suffered from the onset of severe dementia in his final years. Bridget and I are not yet afflicted in that way, but we do have the most ridiculous conversations several times each week that pursue a tortuously twisting trail of failed memory as we move inevitably towards the point where we can’t recall what we were trying to call to mind in the first place. We thought we would like to give you a flavour of these time-wasting verbal excursions, so here is one.

 

A: Who were you talking to on the phone earlier?

B: What? Oh, it was – oh, no! The name’s gone! The girl from – you know – that place. The place. The place. The place before – wherever it was.

A: You mean the place before Bromley?

B: No, no! The place before that. Where we had the – you know – where we had to put up with all the—

A: Oooh!! You mean the girl we always said looks like – who’s the woman we liked and then we didn’t because she – oh, what did she do? She did something. It was in all the papers. You must remember. She was on that programme.

B: Which programme?

A: Oh, come on! You know – the programme. The pro-gramme with the bit at the beginning set in – where was it? Not Blackpool. The other one.

B: Oh, yes! The place where we stopped off that wet afternoon to watch – oh, for goodness’ sake! The film with that bloke – tall, something wrong with his left leg. You always thought he looked exactly like the manager of – aaah!

A: No, hold on, you’re thinking of – thingy.

B: Thingy?

A: Friend of your dad’s. Old friend of your dad’s. Drove a – you know – great big whatsit – great big thing.

B: Ah! Lived in – hold on a minute. Two streets away from yours – big wide road with—

A: Yes! King – King something Street – same name as your old friend’s brother’s solicitor. Come on! You know who I’m talking about! Thin, serious, got a – thing on his face. Never wanted to eat on Mondays. N-o-o-o, it’s gone.

Pause.

A: Who were you talking to on the phone just now?

B: What? Oh, I haven’t got the faintest idea.

Waiting for God?

Contrasting imperatives are showered over Christians like confetti at a divorce. We must rest; we must work sacrificially. We should not doubt, but doubt is an essential aspect of faith. Humility is good, but it can be a poor relative of pride. We are free in Christ, but we can’t do this, or that, or anything remotely bordering on what I just saw you doing. Heaven is definitely not up there in the sky above us, but we’re pretty sure we know it’s not in the Pacific Ocean just south of New Zealand, so where on earth is it? We must accept that Adam and Eve were real, living people, but only in a mythical sense. The good news is that nothing can separate us from the love of God in Christ; the bad news is that it doesn’t apply if we’re goats, in which case eternity is looking bleak.

Of course, we all know that reality is seldom simple. Two or three or even more things can quite legitimately be true and apparently in conflict with each other at the same time. That is what makes life and faith and the person of Jesus fascinating, and it is also the reason why we have to be careful and caring as we separate and offer to others the tangled threads of how things really are.

Get moving and work hard, but make sure you wait for God? There’s another choice between false opposites.

 

I’ve been tangled up with the whole Christian thing for many years now. A lot of things fascinate me as I look back over those years. One concerns the business of having a relationship with God.

In the days when I was embarking on this weird journey of faith, there was a clear and very far from unspoken assumption that a rich and satisfying familial closeness to God began at some point on day one and would continue for the rest of my life. I wanted that to be the case, and I certainly proclaimed loudly that it was the case, but actually it was not. Of course, I can only speak for myself, but I know now that I was and am a work in progress, and that in the beginning I was probably incapable of even beginning to understand what I had got myself into.

Over the years I was sustained by a profound hope that the same unconditional ‘Yes’ offered to a thief on a cross had been offered to me by this Jesus, who, as far as that lost sixteen-year-old could tell, might really have the power to make impossible dreams come true.

That hope is the hand that God has stubbornly held on to over my lifetime, but thirty-six years ago there was a gear change. It began with the shock of learning, in the middle of abject failure, that God is nice, and he likes me. The liking is important. Do you want a relationship that only consists of someone loving you, despite the fact that they can see nothing likeable about you? That’s not a real relationship, is it? That’s not an exchange of smiles and jokes and a few tears. There are no layers in it. Not a lot of fun. And although I loathe a certain variety of ‘fun’ because it often lacks humour – well, it has to be available at least, don’t you think?

One or two people have challenged me on my contention that God is ‘nice’. The word is too pale, they say. Too thin. Surely God is much, much more than that. Surely our respect and gratitude for what he has done demand that we speak about him in terms of reverence and awe. Well, sometimes that will be appropriate, but as I discover just how charming God is, and how ingeniously he has worked on my behalf, I find myself wanting to say to people, from my heart, ‘You know, you’ll really like him, he’s so nice.’

Over the last ten years, the creator of the universe has been very kind to me. There have been changes in my life and in my understanding of myself that I would not have believed possible. There is also a new and really quite exciting, if tentative, perception of the way in which the Holy Spirit does stuff in this world when we stop offering what we haven’t got and agree to be part of plans that we have not initiated, even when that process leaves us feeling a little (or very) diminished. Believe me, that diminution is almost certain to happen from time to time.

Bridget and I were speakers at a weekend conference a while ago. On the Friday evening we introduced ourselves and said a few things to get the weekend going, but by the time we got into bed that night I was feeling less than optimistic about the rest of the weekend. This is not unusual, I hasten to add. In the years when I was even more up myself than I am now, I was much more confident. People always love to laugh, and that was my thing. Not too difficult if it’s your thing. Over the last few years, Bridget and I have operated in a mode that is closer to teaching and inspiration than performance, although we still try to have lots of laughs with the groups we address. The burden for us, now that we genuinely care about getting out of God’s way so that people can be helped, is that it means he is in charge, and although we plan carefully, we are never quite sure what he is going to do.

On that Friday night I asked God to give me a dream to help with the rest of the conference. Did he answer my prayer? Who can say for certain? All I can say is that in my dreams that night, three different people all clearly said the same word.

Disappointment.

What I do know for sure is that, after I mentioned this on the Saturday morning, a number of people came to us asking for prayer in connection with that specific problem.

Truth is, there’s a lot of it about. Disappointment, I mean. I know I am not the only one who has wondered why the extravagant promises of conversion never quite materialised. It works fine for some people. Like putting on a new coat. Slip it on and off you go. Well, bully for them. All I am saying is – don’t give up. I am so enjoying the beginnings of something that feels like a real relationship with God. It is a fondness. It is more than a fondness. It has taken so long to develop. Sometimes it is fragile, and I become fearful. Every now and then it is strong, particularly when I don’t analyse it too much.

Remember this. There is only one testimony worth presenting to the world. It is, quite simply, the truth. Wherever we are, whatever is happening or not happening, however much or little our experience matches that of others, no matter which point we occupy on the spectrum between misery and joy, we need to speak it out, and wait for love to awaken us and nurture us and teach us what a relationship with God might really mean.

Quick-fire Interview

Every now and then I am asked to contribute to a magazine article that combines offerings from a few writers, all under the same heading. One of these was described as a ‘quick-fire interview’. Brief questions inviting brief answers. I know that when I was younger I would have spent some time cogitating over tasks like these. Nowadays I don’t seem to employ many filters at all with questions like this. This is what I wrote, slightly updated so that it does at least seem to make sense. You may, of course, disagree.

 

Describe yourself in three words.

Good, bad, ugly.

 

What is the trait you most deplore in yourself?

Overuse of my talent for self-effacement.

What is the biggest misconception people have about you?

That I enjoy a certain hideous variety of fun. I humbly confess that I would probably kill any living thing to avoid that sort of fun.

What’s the meaning of life?

Evidence suggests that the hokey-cokey is almost certainly what it’s all about, but it is terribly easy to put a foot wrong.

 

High church or low church?

Any height at which spontaneity is not carefully organised.

 

What would you do if you were the Archbishop of Canterbury for the day?

Take a day off.

 

What did you want to be when you were growing up?

Grown up. And married to Hayley Mills.

 

What’s the worst job you’ve ever done?

The only real one that springs to mind is working in a meat factory when I was just sixteen. Ghastly for a number of unrepeatable reasons. Don’t ask. Leaving those searing memories behind, let’s move on to some silly job jokes.

Postcard factory. Nothing to write home about. Working for a kidnap gang. They had to let me go after a fortnight. Sewerage work. Seemed like one of the big jobs, but after a while I was just going through the motions.

 

What would you be doing now if you weren’t a Christian?

Becoming slightly perturbed about the fact that I’m biblically dead.

 

How do you take your tea?

In England.

Tell us a secret . . .

There is a slim but healthy chance that there might actually be a God.

 

Where are you going for your next holiday?

Not sure yet. Possibly the spare bedroom. Could be the shed. Besides, Bridget and I don’t do holidays. We do recreational outreach – bit tricky in our shed. (At the time of writing, the pandemic still ruled.)

 

What was the last film you watched?

A screen musical about a young couple who meet in a swimming pool water flume and want to marry but discover that their families disapprove of the relationship. It was called Wet Slide Story. We are now planning to see a new film about an elderly, hairy man who runs around naked, claiming to be an Old Testament prophet. It’s called A Streaker Named Isaiah.

 

What has been your biggest disappointment in life?

Having a tattoo done on my seventieth birthday and finding that nobody objected . . .

What do you consider your greatest achievement?

Writing the two Shadow Doctor books, giving up smoking thirty years ago, and teaching my daughter to like olives and whisky.

Insurance

Now there is nothing wrong with funeral insurance plans, and absolutely nothing funny about the death of people we love. Recent times have been drenched with sadness as the coronavirus has decimated families all over the world. One thing that does disturb us is the way that advertisements for funeral cover (in this country, at least) encourage an absurd notion that the whole death thing can be leapfrogged over and family sadness dispelled with the promise of enough cash to pay for the funeral, and a trivial gift awarded just for ‘signing up’.

Perhaps Jesus would have attracted more followers if he had been armed with a load of gift cards from a certain high-street chain: ‘This is not just salvation – this is M&S salvation.’

 

GEORGE: (a repellently lively looking elderly man who is cutting a massive sandwich with enormous energy, greets his guest brightly) Hello there, Jean from next door. Come to get your parsnip pan back?

JEAN: (equally brightly) That’s right, a little treat. We’re having parsnips again tonight.

G: Yum! Family OK? Norman? Benny and Jenny? And the other one? The little fat one, who blows bubbles a lot and has to be burped three times every hour?

J: Oh, Uncle Keith. He’s fine. So what are you up to, George who lives here? You’re looking very merry and bright, if you don’t mind me saying so!

G: Me? Oh, yes! I’m having a grand time! I’ve just made one of my little sandwiches and I’ve spent the last hour or so planning my death! I’ve already signed up for one of those funeral plan insurance agreements.

J: Ooh! Aren’t you the multi-tasker! Funeral plan, eh? What fun!

G: (points at pamphlet) Yes, take a look at this. See, right on the top of the pamphlet it says, ‘Sign up with us and your funeral worries will be dead and buried.’

J: (seriousIy impressed) I like that! I really like that, George! George, do you think this firm would suit me? In the past I’ve always worried that funeral people might be a bit – you know – insensitive?

G: Not these people, Jean. Here, you read this out!

J: (reads with huge interest)

 

By signing up here, you’ll say goodbye to fear,

Where kicking the bucket’s concerned.

As you hit the deck, we’ll be writing a cheque,

For your corpse to be buried or burned.

They chuckle delightedly together.

 

J: Isn’t that lovely? A lovely light but caring touch! Really makes you almost feel you’d like to die.

G: Do you know, that’s exactly how I feel! I want to die. I’d like to die – right now if I could. Really looking forward to it. I tell you what, Jean from next door, this really is a wonderful insurance plan.

J: I’d love to hear what first attracted you to it, George who lives here.

G: I’m really glad you asked that, Jean, because I think that when I answer that question you definitely will want to sign up, like me.

J: (deeply intrigued) Ooh, perhaps I will! Tell me, George.

G: (tapping the agreement with his finger) If you and I sign up – and we have the good fortune to die within a year, guess what we get!

J: What’s that then, George?

G: We get a free pen! (Jean gasps) Course, our families have to send in the death certificate and all that – to prove we really have died . . .

J: (they’re grown-ups) Of course. But the pen’s a definite?

G: It’s here in black and white!

J: A free pen! I’m going to get a form and sign it right now! My family will be over the moon when they find they don’t have to pay for my funeral! And your family must be so thrilled, George.

G: Oh, they are! My death doesn’t seem to bother them at all now they won’t have to pay for it! And, of course, if we sign up for the deluxe option, our loved ones will all share a lump sum, too – when we die, that is.

J: (roguishly) Not a pen for them, then?

G: (laughs equally roguishly) Not on your life! That’ll be our little treat, Jean. People like us – the mums and dads, we get the pens, oh yes. Ah, we’ve had a few laughs here at home lately, I can tell you! Just this weekend my oldest accidentally gave me a little playful push at the top of the stairs when I was about to go down. ‘Easy there,’ I said, ‘or you’ll be collecting your lump sum earlier than you thought!’

 

They laugh loudly, then stop suddenly as if a troubling thought has crossed their minds.

 

An Odd Mind

I have always had a slightly odd turn of mind. That has not changed. Little questions can result in quite a lot of valuable time being spent working out stuff that seems to be of neither use nor ornament in the normal world. Here is one example. On television very recently one day (possibly it was something like Blue Planet), the narrator described a type of fish that exists neither in deep waters nor close to shore. The generic term for these creatures was ‘pelagic’.

‘Interesting,’ I said to myself. ‘Clearly this genre of fish needs and deserves a limerick. The years are passing, and I would hate to expire before this worthy task is completed.’

Limericks are not easy. Everything depends on the final line. That line has to make sense, complete the overall thought and rhyme properly with lines one and two. It only took a morning, and, of course, it could not be considered worth the effort by anyone with sense. However, it was done, and I was glad. Let me share my limerick with you.

 

‘Because,’ said a fish, ‘I’m pelagic,

Existence lacks meaning and magic,

Allowed (what a bore),

Neither bottom nor shore,

My life seems insipid and tragic.’

 

My wife insisted that, if I was going to talk about the continuing odd workings of my mind as the years go by, I should also mention a brief conversation that occurred recently when we were in the car. Neither of us had spoken for a while. The silence was broken by Bridget asking me a question.

‘What are you thinking about?’

Most of us do a swift bit of editing and reordering when that question crops up. I seem to recall someone saying that a clear view of what happens in a person’s mind over a period of two minutes might discourage any writer from attempting to put together anything approaching a truly accurate biography. On this occasion I decided, rightly or wrongly, to simply answer Bridget’s question.

‘Well . . .’ I said, after a couple of moments, ‘I was thinking about Jung’s shadow, the unconscious side of consciousness, then I was asking myself about the illogicality of most thoughts about creation, then I inwardly let out a silent cry of anguish over every damn thing. What else? Yes, then I suddenly thought how much I would love to have a really fresh, dressed crab for supper, and finally I sank into a deep gloom over the difficulty of finding anything near a half-decent radish nowadays. Those are the things I remember.’

It does sound a little strange, I suppose, but perhaps the oddness lies more in my ability to remember every tiny detail more than the actual content of my list? Who knows?

Who Is Saved?

One of the undoubted benefits of growing older is discovering that a lot of things that have seemed terribly serious, and perhaps too challenging to think about with true honesty, simply lose their threat. For me, one of these has been the discussion about who is saved and who is not. I find it interesting that a number of us evangelical Christians seem to drift closer to the pole of universalism (the belief that all will be saved through the resurrection of Jesus) as they advance in years. One or two I have spoken to make it quite clear that they would never express this shift of view in public. It is almost as if they hug the possibility of a broader perspective to themselves.

I really enjoy exploring these questions, usually through the kind of imagined interaction that follows. I’ve put Q for the questioner and R for the one replying. By the time I had finished writing this piece I think I had arrived at an understanding of where I stand.

But had I? Had I?

 

Q: I want to ask you something. Why do you go on saying things that put people’s backs up? (pause) All this stuff about who gets saved, for instance. What’s the point?

R: Well, I suppose I feel that someone needs to speak up for God now and then.

Q: Ah, well, there we
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