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Yes … let us be zealous to know the LORD, to appreciate, give heed to and cherish Him.

Hosea 6:3, AMP

‘I’m home!’ I shouted as I opened the front door. No one answered, which was hardly surprising since I’d lived alone for seven years – but family habits die hard! Kicking off my smart shoes I gingerly opened the sitting-room door, bracing myself for the avalanche. Three large dogs hurled themselves at me with wildly wagging tails.

‘Anyone would think I’d been away for months,’ I said as I pushed them out into the garden before their excitement ruined my carpet. ‘I’ve only done a Ladies’ Breakfast; and if you’re interested,’ I added, ‘it went really well.’ They weren’t remotely interested, but when you come back from doing something you’ve been dreading it’s nice to tell someone how it went.

With a huge sense of relief I peeled off my best working suit and replaced it with gardening clothes. ‘It came to pass,’ I muttered thankfully, quoting one of my father’s favourite Bible verses (King James Version, of course!). Although I usually speak at several churches or Christian events every week, this outreach breakfast had been the first I’d done for a while. Just a few weeks before, I had held the little body of my granddaughter, Cerian, in my arms and dressed her in the clothes we’d all made for her so carefully. I had prayed for months that this child would live, but as I looked down at her dear little face I knew my hopes had just died with her. Everything in me had been crying out ever since, ‘God, why didn’t you heal her?’ I had been so sure he could. Only twelve years earlier he had healed me suddenly one day after eight years of life in a wheelchair. I had been telling people ever since about his power and had often seen him responding to my prayers on their behalf. Yet he seemed to have ignored all my agonised prayers for Cerian, even though I would willingly have given up my own healing for hers. When your grandchild dies you not only grieve for them but you also have to watch your own child grieving.

Maybe I could have handled that double-edged misery a little better if it had not come as the climax of six other major losses that had hit in rapid succession. I felt punch drunk and was almost afraid to pray because it seemed that everything I asked God to do, he promptly did the opposite! A nasty cold feeling often seeped through me early in the mornings: suppose I had been deluding myself all my life? Perhaps God was actually powerless after all and it was only coincidence when he appeared to respond to our prayers.

It is extremely unnerving to have a diary full of engagements where you are supposed to stand up and share your faith when you don’t seem to have any left! As a bereavement counsellor, I knew that a temporary faith loss is normal when a lot of things go wrong all at once, but somehow I had lost my nerve as well as my faith. I had cancelled a whole string of invitations, but you can’t go on running away for ever and that breakfast felt like the crunch point, a ‘now or never’ moment – so I had decided to risk it and go. I knew I would have to be totally honest with those ladies in Tenterden because Christians who pretend make me cringe, but I had dreaded the prospect of making myself so vulnerable.

Facing the ordeal on my own didn’t seem sensible so I had rung round all my friends, hoping that one of them could come with me, but for some strange reason every single one of them said they were busy that day. So, early in the morning I had set off alone to tell a whole room full of strangers that sometimes you can’t feel faith in your heart or reason it out logically in your head – you just have to choose to keep holding it tight by willpower, like a flickering candle in the dark.

‘Now that’s safely over,’ I thought happily, ‘I’ll get the last of those wallflowers in, and finish up with a huge bonfire.’

My foot was halfway into a Wellington boot when I remembered that my relief was premature. I had been fool enough to say yes to a second invitation that day. The local Baptist church had invited me, months before, to give an address at a dinner to mark the completion of their building project. I knew I should have wriggled out of it – they could easily have found someone else – but I like and respect Derek, their minister, too much to do that.

So reluctantly I pulled off my gardening clothes; I would have to spend the afternoon preparing instead of planting. My father always used to say, ‘For every hour you stand speaking or preaching you need to spend at least three praying and preparing beforehand.’

‘Bad luck, dogs,’ I said crossly as I called them in.

By six that evening I was terrified. I had been speaking regularly in public for forty-two years, but that horrible ‘abdominal-cement-mixer’ feeling never gets any better. That evening it was worse than usual because, however hard I prayed, I simply could not seem to hear what the Lord wanted me to say.

‘Lord, you know I can’t do this kind of thing without you!’ I told him crossly as I squeezed back into my speaking outfit. ‘I’m not the kind of person who can think up clever little talks with six points all beginning with P.’ In the end I printed out a few opening ideas from my computer and fervently hoped that, once I had rattled through them, he would take over.

‘Sorry, dogs,’ I sighed, as I shut the door on their drooping ears and reproachful eyes. Hiding my scanty notes in the largest Bible I could find, I set off. I still hated going to social things like this without my husband, even after seven years, but my last-minute efforts to get a friend to come with me had all ended in the sound of their answering machines. Wherever were they all?

The minister was waiting for me in the church car park and steered me firmly into his vestry.

‘They’re not quite ready yet,’ he said, and I couldn’t help thinking he looked oddly furtive.

‘Oh good,’ I replied brightly, ‘that gives us time to pray, and perhaps you could tell me a bit more about your vision for this evening?’ But for the next ten minutes he evaded my questions, waffled endlessly and firmly avoided prayer. ‘Why isn’t he helping me?’ I thought desperately.

‘I’ll just pop and see if they’re ready to serve the meal,’ Derek said at last. Left alone, I struggled not to remember my recurring nightmare where I stand up to speak to a huge crowd and dry up completely or, worse still, realise I am stark naked! I hastily did up my jacket buttons and clutched my large Bible for support. ‘I could have been home by the fire with the dogs,’ I thought bitterly.

When I was finally ushered through the doors of the newly decorated hall I was confronted by darkness and total silence. Before I’d had time to suspect murder or kidnap lights blazed, balloons floated from every direction and I was surrounded by crowds of smiling faces and a deafening chorus of ‘Happy Birthday to You!’

A week before, I had been sixty. All my six children, and their spouses and children, had come for the day, but I hadn’t asked anyone else because there simply wouldn’t have been room!

They say your life flashes before you as you die, and I certainly felt mine was doing that as I began to notice individuals in the blur that surrounded me. Some of their lives had crossed and recrossed my own right back since my babyhood; others had walked beside me for a short stretch of the journey and then disappeared. Their faces brought back memories, good and bad. There was the minister who had prayed for me when I was at the point of death back in 1982; the nurse who had come in to bath me during those wheelchair years; friends who had cared for my children when I was too ill to do it myself. There were the colleagues who had worked with us in the hectic years that followed my healing, and the faithful friends who had comforted and advised me after I lost Tony. I almost choked when I realised how far some of them had travelled, and when I caught sight of my brother Justyn, trying to hide behind a screen in the corner, I was quite unhinged! He had flown all the way from Canada.

Before I had time to blow my nose my best friend Barbara was frogmarching me towards the stage and I heard the fateful words, ‘Jennifer Rees Larcombe – this is your life!’

Fortunately there were no TV cameras, just friends and relations popping out from behind the screen to recount their own humorous recollections. It was impossible to concentrate on what they were saying because of the carousel of emotions that was spinning round inside me. There was gratitude to all these people who had enriched my life in so many different ways; but there was also a terrible sense of loneliness. This kind of thing happens to couples on their golden wedding day but I sat there alone; these people were not only ‘my’ friends, they were ‘our’ friends, Tony’s and mine. They had loved us both, and many of those joint relationships went back forty years – yet no one mentioned his name. I missed him badly, and the gap beside me, where he should have been, felt gigantic.

There was also another uncomfortable feeling that was hard to define. The words ‘This is your life’ were making me wonder what those sixty years had really been all about. In the final analysis, the things I had done, said or written would taste like stale sawdust if I never managed to fulfil my secret vow. No one in that crowded room knew about the most important moment of my life, when I had made that vow, sitting on a tree stump, at the age of seven. The desire to fulfil it had become the hidden engine that had driven me through life, but I realised, with a pang of regret, that I had come closer to abandoning it during the last few months than ever before.

However, when the moment finally came for my brother Justyn to spring out of hiding in order to recount some of my most embarrassing moments, I forgot all those gloomy thoughts and thoroughly enjoyed the rest of the evening.

At a hideously early hour the following morning Justyn woke me with a mug of coffee in his hand.

‘Don’t waste any more time sleeping!’ he said. ‘Get up quick and let’s go for a walk.’ I did not need to ask where he wanted to go before I took him to catch his plane back to Canada later that morning. Neither of us could resist this unexpected opportunity to revisit our childhood home. We knew we were trespassing but we hoped it was too early for anyone else to be in the grounds of what is now a private hospital. Our parents had once run the place, Hildenborough Hall, as a Christian conference centre, providing us children with thirty-six acres of garden – and we still loved every inch of it!

Dawn was just breaking as we pushed our way through the undergrowth in what had once been a large shrubbery.

‘Where on earth are you taking me?’ protested Justyn, as brambles tore at our clothes.

‘I’m looking for a tree stump,’ I replied. ‘It really matters to me.’

We finally discovered its crumbling remains, half-hidden among the long grass, and as I stood on it I savoured all over again that moment, fifty-three years before, when God’s presence had suddenly enveloped me. It had felt as if warm cotton wool had been wrapped all round me, and I had been afraid to move, or even breathe, in case it went away.

‘I want to know you,’ I had managed to whisper at last. ‘Really know you – that’s what I want most in my life. I’ll do anything, anything, so long as I can know you!’

Suddenly, the beauty of that moment had been ruined by a large figure in a starched white apron and frilly cap. Nanny had obviously been searching for me all over the garden and her neck had turned turkey-red with exasperation; but she must have noticed the tears pouring down my face, because her scolding petered out as she asked,

‘Whatever’s the matter?’

‘I want to know God,’ I replied.

Her evangelic soul sprang into action instantly. ‘You can ask Jesus to be your saviour right now if you like, dear – I’ll help you.’

‘Oh no!’ I said quickly. ‘I did that three years ago when I was four! I want to know God, really know him.’

Mystified, she hastily marched me back to the nursery for tea. It might well have helped her to understand what I meant if I could have explained to her that the previous day I had climbed into my mother’s bed, early in the morning, and found her reading her battered old Bible. She must have been looking at Hosea chapter 6, because I vividly remember her repeating, several times over, ‘Then shall we know, if we follow on [press on] to know the LORD’ (v.3, KJV). Then she looked up at me and added: ‘Jen-Jen, you’ll meet lots of people in your life who ask Jesus into their hearts, go to church every week or even spend all their lives working for him, but only a small handful of them will “follow on to know him”. That is the most important thing you can ever do in your life. Follow on to know the Lord.’

Nowadays she would probably have talked about ‘intimacy with God’ to explain this kind of close, dependent relationship of love, but whatever words she used I doubt if I could have grasped her meaning when I sat on the tree stump the following day and made my vow. What I had picked up from her went far beyond words: I had ‘caught’ her passionate, insatiable desire to press into God himself and her total determination to abandon herself to him and him alone. The look of ecstatic love I saw in her eyes that day profoundly influenced me for the rest of my life. It launched me off on a voyage of discovery; I not only wanted to be one of the ‘small handful’ of people that she had mentioned but I wanted to study them and find out what made them different.

When someone first asks God to deepen their relationship with him to the point where they know him in the fullest and most intimate way possible, he takes their request far more seriously than they do! Most people forget they ever made it – but God never does because it delights him so enormously. He spends the rest of that person’s earthly life trying to draw them deeper and deeper into his heart. During the previous evening my friends had described the important occasions of my life; but none of them had realised that the times I treasured most, in retrospect, were the secret moments alone with God when I felt my spirit had touched his and, for a brief moment, we had merged completely. The memory of those special encounters seemed to have been buried, lately, under a rubbish tip of doubts and disappointments.

Justyn was still looking mystified so I told him about my vow, then added with a sigh,

‘If I had known, when I was seven, just how hard the journey into God’s heart really is, I wonder if I would ever have dared to make that vow.’ Throughout my sixty years I had definitely identified a ‘handful’ of people who shared my mother’s kind of passion for intimacy; they had all taught me different aspects of what it means to know God, but I had also observed that their quest had not made life comfortable for any of them.

‘Just recently,’ I told Justyn, ‘I’ve felt like St Theresa when she said to God,“If this is the way you treat your friends then I’m not surprised you have so few of them!”’

‘Yes,’ he replied, ‘it’s quite a dilemma, isn’t it? The more you come to know a God who is full of tenderness and compassion, the harder it is to accept that he allows people who really love him to experience the same kind of “nasties” that hit the guys who are quite indifferent towards him.’

‘Well, sometimes I feel I’ve been hit harder and more often than anyone else I know!’ I said rebelliously. I knew Justyn would understand how I felt because he had once experienced the same bewildering scenario himself; and his response did not irritate me as it might have done if it had come from anyone else.

‘Perhaps really knowing God is a lonely business because he has to keep on unplugging us from everyone and everything that we trust and rely on more than on him for our security and happiness,’ he said thoughtfully. ‘It isn’t that he doesn’t want us to have other people in our lives, but knowing him means realising that he is the only one who can meet all our human needs, both physical and emotional, rather than us always trying to meet them through other people.’

‘You’re right, of course,’ I conceded reluctantly. ‘I suppose the only way he can teach us that kind of dependency is by allowing us to lose all our human props.’

‘Yes, but that sure does hurt!’

Justyn always reminds me of a huge shaggy teddy bear, stuffed with nothing but love. Because he had already emerged safely on the far side of his ‘dark night of the soul’ he was exactly the person I needed right then. ‘None of us can ever figure out, at the time, what God’s trying to do,’ he said, with his crooked smile. ‘It’s only later, when we look back, that we realise he’s allowed all this suffering because he wants us to discover that it’s only when our need for him is paramount that we really know him.’

For a while we stood there silently, looking down at the rotting stump; Justyn was probably praying for me! Although my heart was still screaming that God just isn’t fair, my brain was struggling to remind me that knowing God is not only a journey into his heart: he is also travelling deeper and deeper into our hearts, too. It is definitely a two-way affair, but the hard, outer shells of our hearts often impede his progress. It is only when our hearts are broken open by grief and loss that we are able to receive more of his love than at any other time. I did not want to accept all that, just then – it took many more months to work it all through – but that was the moment when I realised I had been closing my heart against him rather than opening myself to his love.

‘The trouble is,’ said Justyn, as we walked away to find our other special corners of the overgrown gardens, ‘when you turn your back on the Lord, you find there isn’t anywhere else worth going!’
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For I [the Lord] desire and delight in dutiful steadfast love and goodness, not sacrifice, and the knowledge of and acquaintance with God more than burnt offerings.

Hosea 6:6, AMP

‘She should never have attempted a pregnancy, not with a heart condition like hers!’

‘We’re going to lose her, she’s going into heart failure!’

‘Where’s the father? Send him out to the hospital for oxygen – quickly!’

My grandmother told me the story of my dramatic birth so many times that I could ‘see’ it happening, like a scene from a stage play in which I was definitely cast as the villain. My arrival in this world almost precipitated my mother’s departure!

Just before my parents’ wedding in 1936 my mother had become seriously ill with rheumatic fever, which had left her with a permanently damaged heart. The doctors had told her firmly that she would be a virtual invalid for the rest of her life, and naturally babies were right out of the question.

‘Never walk when you can ride, never stand when you can sit, never sit when you can lie,’ was their gloomy advice, but she never took the slightest notice and always seemed to have five times more energy than anyone else I ever met, except for my father!

He had only one ambition in life and that was to introduce people to God; when he first met my mother he was working at that full-time, surviving without an income but with a great deal of faith. It must also have taken a great deal of courage for this penniless young evangelist to ask my grandfather, who was an extremely wealthy businessman, if he could marry his favourite daughter.

Before cigarettes were discovered to be a health hazard most people smoked, and my grandfather had built up an international tobacco empire. He lived in one of the finest houses in Hampstead but preferred riding round his large estates in the southwest of Scotland. He was a leading member of the Brethren Church and quite the most terrifying man I have ever encountered. When he walked into a room all remarks were automatically addressed solely to ‘The Chair’, but he adored his second daughter, Jean. She had one of those sparkling personalities that draws people like pins to a magnet. Not only was she brilliant, witty and beautiful but she was also a highly gifted painter. When her older sister Kathleen went to London University, Jean asked if she could go to art college. Grandpa admired her gift enormously, but when he went to inspect the college he was horrified to see a nude model posing in a classroom. Needless to say, his precious Jean was not allowed to study art! She did not appear to mind; she just went on painting anyway while developing her other great gift – evangelism. While Kathleen worked for her degree Jean spent her time running meetings for women and children in the poorest parts of London’s East End. In her spare time she helped her mother organise her numerous maids, played hilarious games with her five younger brothers and sisters and sat through interminable tea parties in Granny’s sumptuous drawing room.

In the summer of 1935 she was helping to run a holiday club for children when she took a violent dislike to the bumptious young man who was leading the proceedings. Everyone who ever met my father either loved him on sight or totally loathed him – he never caused a neutral reaction. He was the first man my mother had ever met who had an even larger personality than her father’s, but gradually she realised that he also possessed enormous, but quite unconscious, charm. Perhaps it was no wonder that she gradually revised her first opinion of him and fell deeply in love. It was just as well that she loved him, because living with a man who is ‘larger than life’ is definitely not easy. Actually she was larger than life herself and equally difficult to live with, so it is a good thing that he adored her too!

To everyone’s amazement Grandpa gave his consent to the wedding, perhaps because he was a shrewd judge of character, but my father must have rapidly discovered that he was engaged to marry an entire family, and not just his fiancée. They were an extremely close clan and Jean was the hub of their existence so, quite naturally, they viewed the monster who threatened to take her away with great suspicion. Perhaps it is always difficult to ‘marry into’ a large family – at least, I have been told as much by my six sons- and daughters-in-law. It says a lot for my father that he very quickly won, from all of them, their lifelong respect.

In order to make sure Jean remained close enough to visit every day, Grandpa bought, furnished and equipped a nearby dream house as their wedding present. Sadly, they lived there for only a few months before she became seriously ill again and had to go home to be nursed by her family. They were all delighted to have her back, but the next three years must have felt like the worst-case scenario for my poor father!

When at last my mother became a little stronger, some wise person must have told them both that their only chance of making their marriage work was to move as far as possible from Jean’s family. So they escaped by renting a tiny cottage in the Somerset village of Banwell. In her book His Name was Tom (Hodder & Stoughton,1971) my mother describes the next three years as the happiest of her entire life. Father became the minister of the Baptist church. It had only five members when he arrived, but he soon increased that to over a hundred and set the whole district rocking on its spiritual heels. So many people ‘fell in love’ with God that a pungent sense of his presence hung over the village; strangers passing through would suddenly start to long for God and could not be satisfied until they found him.

Their salary was less than Grandpa paid his parlourmaid, but they made ends meet by buying derelict cottages, doing them up and selling them on. However, all that stopped abruptly when war was declared.

Now for the mystery that has bothered me all my life. Why didn’t my father join up, when everyone else seemed to be going off to war? He was physically fit and only in his mid-twenties. I suspect he was a pacifist – the thought of killing anyone would have been totally abhorrent to him – but it was something my parents never talked about. Whenever I broached the subject my mother always said he was not called up because he was a minister, but I suspect that his unfashionable convictions troubled and embarrassed her. She had grown up during the First World War, when women gave white feathers to men who refused to go to war, and like her father she was a passionate patriot – they would both willingly have died for Winston Churchill.

However, my father did not sit out the war twiddling his thumbs. A huge Royal Air Force camp was built just outside the village and scores of trainee airmen began to flood into the already overcrowded Baptist chapel. He also began to conduct evangelistic missions. In those days ‘missions’ were the big thing in the Christian world. Most large towns staged regular ‘campaigns’, organised by people from all the local Protestant churches who invited an evangelist to preach the gospel every night for two or even three weeks in the largest available hall in town. Church members would be urged to invite their ‘unconverted’ friends and neighbours, for whom they would pray earnestly in the early morning prayer meetings. My father ran numerous such missions and they soon became so successful that he handed his church over to a trusted friend and became a full-time travelling evangelist.

Early in 1942 he returned from one of these missions in Northern Ireland; his face positively shone as he told my mother the stories of some of the people who had been ‘saved’. She later wrote, ‘I was so glad to think that my baby’s father had a face like that’, but she had not liked to spoil his joy by telling him I was ‘on the way’.

‘The thought of this baby depresses me,’ he wrote in his diary when she finally dared to tell him she was pregnant. It was probably no wonder: he was afraid of risking her newfound health by going against her doctor’s advice. She, however, was totally delighted; being one of seven children made the thought of staying childless quite unbearable, even if it did mean risking her life.

I doubt if anyone could have had a more idyllic babyhood than I did. For eighteen months, while my father was away preaching, my mother and I lived in complete bliss in the Somerset cottage with my mother’s youngest sister, Geraldine, for company. My first memory is of the garden, a riot of colour that only an artist could have created. How she loved that garden, and the paintings it inspired are among her finest. I also remember collecting the eggs from the hens she kept with enormous enthusiasm to supplement our meagre wartime rations.

She was a most unusual mother; she knew intuitively what we needed without us ever having to explain, but she was totally unable to meet those needs herself. She would never have remembered to change a nappy or wipe sticky fingers after a meal; in fact she probably would not have provided the meal in the first place if she had been in the middle of painting a picture or writing a book! Fortunately for my survival, there was Gom. Molly Neads was the fifteen-year-old village girl who came and ‘did’ for my parents when they first arrived in Banwell. For the following seventy years she was a deeply valued member of the family, and apart from the Lord himself no one has ever loved me as unselfishly as Gom. My parents wouldn’t have been able to pay her so I guess it was Grandpa who provided the thirty shillings (£1.50) a week she received in exchange for her twenty-four-hour seven-days-a-week devotion.

She had short, straight, wispy hair, which she held back from her face with ‘Kirby-Grips’, and peered out at the world through thick rimless glasses. Her fat lumpiness made a delightfully secure lap on which children always spent as much time as possible. My mother was one of those people who everyone else loves looking after, and Gom did everything for her, leaving her free to evangelise not only the airmen from the nearby camp but most of Somerset as well. People came to the house in floods, and she had a charming way of keeping them there until she discovered whether they had ‘met the Lord’; if not, she made the necessary introductions so gently that no one was ever embarrassed. I am sure that if Hitler himself had arrived on her doorstep she would have made him a batch of her magnificent scones and explained the way of salvation before he finished the first! Both her mother and her grandmother had the same gift of one-to-one evangelism; I am not sure it is hereditary but I know it is highly infectious.

Early in 1944 my father conceived twins, or at least he felt God gave him the two great commissions that became his life’s work. While he was successfully leading hundreds of people to the Lord in Ulster he began to yearn for the opportunity to run similar missions for the people of London and the Home Counties. For five years they had endured bombing on a scale it is hard to appreciate nowadays. My first memories of London are the bombsites; in some areas almost every second building was nothing but a gaping hole, like someone who has had half their teeth pulled out. People were worn and spiritually starved. Many churches were also lying in ruins, and regular habits of church attendance had been disrupted. Many had lost the faith they had once known through the horrors they had witnessed, and a new generation of young people were growing up without any faith at all. This deeply troubled my father and he decided to book the Central Hall, Westminster, seating four thousand people, every night for the month of September. He had no money and no church or committee to back him, but, egged on by his outrageous wife, he put all they had saved from their cottage development project into paying the £300 deposit on the hall. I will describe his other ‘twin’ later.

My parents were both as bad as each other and their enthusiasm for organising this daring venture knew no bounds; they sold the Somerset cottage and went back, yet again, to stay with my grandparents. Fortunately for me, Gom came too, because my mother took on all the secretarial side of the planning, which involved pounding her old-fashioned typewriter from dawn until late at night.

The slogan they chose for the campaign was ‘This is the Victory’, which was perhaps a little premature because the war still had a year to run, and their flood tide of enthusiasm was balked by Hitler and his deadly flying bombs. This new threat made any kind of mass event in London totally impossible and ‘This is the Victory’ had to be cancelled a few weeks before it was due to begin.

So there they were back at square one, jobless and homeless – and even Grandpa’s imposing house in Hampstead was no longer a safe place in which to live.

Perhaps I ought to be grateful to Hitler for extending my safe little existence for one year more. One of the grey granite farmhouses on Grandpa’s Scottish estate was conveniently empty so my parents, Gom and I made a hasty withdrawal to this bleak sanctuary. I loved it, but I was the only one who did! Gom complained that it never stopped raining in Scotland, but she must have exaggerated slightly because I can remember sitting in my pram in the garden watching her pegging out the washing as the flocks of seagulls circled the blue sky above the black slate roof.

The estate covered a large slice of the outstandingly beautiful Solway Firth and became the backdrop for every holiday throughout my first twenty years. But a holiday was the last thing my father wanted in 1944! He was like a huge express train suddenly halted as it thundered towards its destination and shunted off into a siding, still hissing steam. (Trains did hiss in those days!) Right from his conversion in 1927 he had sensed God had placed a very special calling on his life – a destiny that had to be fulfilled at all costs. When you feel like that you can’t ever settle back and enjoy a peaceful life. When he first met the Lord he was working in the city of London and he used to eat his lunch on the steps of St Paul’s Cathedral. He was fascinated by the sound of the biggest bell, ‘Great Tom’, and discovered that it has these words of St Paul engraved on it: ‘Woe is me if I preach not the gospel.’ He approved of the apostle’s sentiments because he felt exactly the same.

So he roamed round Grandpa’s Scottish estate, restlessly beating the heather with his walking stick, too frustrated to notice the magnificent scenery that surrounded him. Then one day he came back from a long wet walk a totally different man.

‘The Lord showed me that this time up here is his gift to me,’ he explained to my astonished mother (and probably to Gom, who always listened in to their conversations from outside the door). ‘This is the last time that I will ever have the chance to study and prepare sermons, so that is what I am going to do.’ As it turned out, that year in Scotland was the last time he ever took extended leave; he was always far too busy for the rest of his life.

So he buried himself in his little study at the back of the house and was totally content while my mother got on with evangelising the women from the cottages that nestled in the hills – and their numerous offspring. She also wrote the first of her thirty-five books, and I remember one day sitting under a table while she thundered out a torrent of words on her battered old typewriter. Perhaps Gom had gone out because I remember asking my mother for a drink. ‘Hush, dear,’ she murmured absently, ‘don’t break my chain of thought.’ So I went to my father’s study and asked him for a drink. He was also writing his first book, the fruit of all that study, and he said, ‘Don’t bother me now, I’m writing.’

Fortunately for me, Gom seldom went out and never wrote a book! She acquired her lifelong nickname because my father always affectionately referred to her as ‘Good Old Molly’ so it seemed easier to shorten that to G.O.M.! The two of us went out into the cobbled farmyard every morning after breakfast to feed the chickens, which Gom always referred to as ‘chuckers’. I always saved my toast crusts for my favourite, who we christened ‘the Old Black Hen’. She was huge and a superb broody. Gom would put a clutch of twelve eggs at a time under her warm breast, and the old hen would sit on them almost continuously until they hatched into a brood of delightful balls of yellow fluff. Then she would strut round the yard with them, chuck-chuck-chucking proudly; but if I went too close her clucking became urgent and the chicks would scuttle from all directions to hide under her outstretched wings. Before my bedtime Gom and I would check all the hens were safely in the hen house (which still stands in that same farmyard, now owned by my uncle). It was my job to pull the rope and shut the door, and I can never read the story of Noah and how God shut the door of the ark without thinking of that nightly responsibility.

One morning, when Gom and I went out with our scraps, the Old Black Hen didn’t strut out of the chicken house with the rest of her fluttering relations. We could hear the chicks peep-peep-peeping contentedly from inside so we assumed she was having a lie-in. Later in the morning, when we opened the nesting boxes to collect the eggs, she was still sitting in her warm bed of hay, while her chicks scrambled all around her.

‘’Ang on a mo,’ said Gom, who never remembered her ‘Hs’, and she gave the hen a poke. She didn’t move; she was stiff, cold and very dead. During the night a weasel or stoat must have got into the chicken house; all the other hens would have fluttered up to the high perches but the Old Black Hen had stayed where she was, covering her chicks with her wings. She remained there, protecting them, while the intruder latched on to her neck; it sucked every drop of blood from her body, but all her chicks were saved.

I’ve told that story so often to audiences all over the world, because it so beautifully illustrates the way Jesus was willing to give his last drop of blood to save us. And tears always run down my face when I read the story of how Jesus stood, weeping over his beloved Jerusalem, because he could foresee what the Romans would eventually do to it. The bit that triggers my tears is when he says, ‘How often I longed to gather your children together, as a hen gathers her chicks under her wings, but you were not willing!’ (Luke 13:34). The chicks always came running when the Old Black Hen warned them of danger, but I’ve so often turned for comfort to someone or something else. Looking back now I can see this has been a lifelong struggle for me; in fact, I’ve often wondered if God ever regrets that gift of choice that he gave us. I know he did not want us just to be robots, programmed to love and trust him automatically, but down the centuries most of us – most of the time – choose to turn away from him. How that must hurt him! When you love someone enough to die for them but they reject you, the pain is agonising. I know that from bitter experience. God could have spared himself so much pain if he had withheld that gift of choice.


3

Now Samuel did not yet know the LORD: the word of the LORD had not yet been revealed to him.

1 Samuel 3:7

In the spring of 1945 three things happened that radically changed our lives. First we moved back to Grandpa’s house in London. At last the war in Europe had come to an end and the September mission in London was given the green light, one year late. My parents were in their element, both working round the clock, surrounded by enthusiastic volunteers. Gom and I missed the chickens and both felt rather lost in what Gom called ‘this posh ’ouse’. I guess, from my adult standpoint, that Granny’s three smart, well-trained maids would have looked down on her as an untidy country bumpkin, but she used much ruder words to describe them!

One day, three months before the mission, while my mother was typing a promotional article for the Christian press she was violently sick into a nearby plant pot. She was delighted! She recognised the cause of her nausea – but she didn’t dare tell my father. In spite of vomiting on average fifteen times a day she just carried on typing.

The third event was really my father’s other ‘twin’: the second part of what he felt was his Grand Commission. I can remember sitting in the back of my parents’ ancient car as we chugged up an imposing avenue of towering trees and stopped in front of a huge sprawling mansion.

‘This is where we are going to live when the mission is over,’ my father told me brightly. The prospect definitely did not appeal. The Scottish farmhouse with its four bedrooms had seemed too big for my liking, after our cosy West Country cottage, but this place had far more bedrooms than a three-year-old could possibly count. I remember feeling completely diminished by the high ceilings and the wide expanses of polished wood floors, not to mention the great sweeping staircase. It smelt musty, too. The house had been left almost derelict through wartime neglect: magnificent specimens of fungi grew out of the walls, while in other places the lavishly decorated plasterwork had crumbled away revealing the laths underneath.

‘We’ll soon put this to rights,’ said my father, probably remembering all those Somerset cottages he had renovated. But I can still picture the long, eerie corridors that stretched away into the far distance and the muffled sounds of mice in the wainscoting. I loathed it, wet my pants and cried for Gom.

‘You’ll love playing in that garden,’ persisted my father, looking out across the terrace. ‘Just think, thirty-six acres for you to enjoy.’ In his mind’s eye he had already restored the gardens to their former Victorian glory, but it reminded me of Sleeping Beauty’s castle engulfed by impenetrable brambles.

I was far too young to understand why they wanted to live there, but looking back now I can see what a marvellous venture it was. My father was never satisfied with just making converts – he longed to transform them into disciples. (How he would have approved of Nicky Gumbel’s Alpha courses!) His idea was to take his new baby Christians away from the depressing ruins of London to a beautiful, peaceful place in the country. There he planned to give them residential courses, teaching them how to pray, read the Bible and win others for Christ. Between the end of the war and the beginning of the 1960s there was definitely a huge desire, in this country, to move back to the moral values that the war had disrupted, so my father’s vision fitted well with a contemporary need.

‘We’ll give our guests good country food,’ he said enthusiastically when we discovered the old walled garden. ‘We can grow all our own vegetables; and just look at those fruit trees in the orchard!’

‘And the peaches and grapes in the greenhouses,’ put in my mother.

‘We’ll have our own cows, too, out in the meadows, so we can give them lashings of cream with everything.’

‘And lots of chickens!’ murmured my mother dreamily. ‘We’ll make these gardens so beautiful they’ll mend people who’ve seen nothing but ugliness and destruction for six years!’

At that crucial point in the conversation Mr Walster suddenly emerged from the potting shed, wearing a green baize apron tied round his waist with twine. It is strange how you can remember people from your childhood so
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NOVEMBER 7

God’s compassionate love

In all their distress he too was distressed, and the angel of his presence saved them. In his love and mercy he redeemed them; he lifted them up and carried them all the days of old.

Isa. 63:9

When I first noticed this verse I had been in hospital for months. One evening when the drugs trolley was late and pain was becoming unbearable, I suddenly thought of Jesus sitting comfortably in heaven and I snarled, ‘It was all very well for you; you only had to hang on the cross for six hours – my pain goes on continuously!’ I am convinced that He replied, ‘My suffering will go on until the last of my children are safely home, because I live in each cell of your physical bodies. I feel all your pain as you feel it; I also feel the emotional pain of your broken hearts and the distress of your troubled minds. Please don’t think I have separated myself from you.’

Later, when the painkillers had worked, I scrawled those words inside my Bible, and then I found today’s verse.

Compassion is different from sympathy or pity. Sympathy feels like, pity feels for, but compassion feels with. Sympathy sucks us down into someone else’s suffering and gets us so involved that we can easily drown in it with them. Pity looks on helplessly, but compassion feels and cares so greatly it remains sufficiently objective to do something to help. Jesus did not stay in heaven feeling pity for us, nor did He allow sympathy to bring Him to earth to be swamped by human misery. His compassion led Him to suffer and die in order to make heaven possible for us – the place where sickness, pain, death and tears are banished.

Thank you, Lord, for feeling with me and then dying for me.


NOVEMBER 8 

God’s patient love

The LORD your God is with you, he is mighty to save. He will take great delight in you, he will quiet you with his love, he will rejoice over you with singing.

Zeph. 3:17

On my granddaughter Hannah’s fourth birthday she was up at six, opening presents. She took a big chocolate cake to nursery school and later ten little friends arrived, complete with party frocks and more parcels. Suddenly the excitement of the day was just too much, and Hannah exploded! She howled so loudly that her friends gaped in awed admiration. The patience of most of us adults was exhausted by then, but my son-in-law scooped Hannah up, screaming, kicking and tearing at his hair, and carried her into the garden. Sitting with her on his knee, still protesting, he sang to her until she nestled happily in his arms with her head on his shoulder. He had ‘quieted her with his love’.

Perhaps most of us have days when life suddenly seems too much and we long for a reason to scream and kick. Have you ever noticed how everyone else seems to be in a bad mood on days like that?

When my six children were small my mother, who had Alzheimer’s, lived with us. Whenever I reached ‘screaming point’ I would run to my room and fling myself face down on the bed, picturing myself lying before God while He poured His love all over me, quietening me down. Thirty seconds was enough – heaven knows what disasters might have occurred if I had stayed away longer!

Today’s verse says that God delights in us to such an extent that He sings over us. Being loved like that makes even a terrible day feel manageable!

This is what the LORD says … As a mother comforts her child, so will I comfort you.

(Isa. 66:12, 13)


NOVEMBER 9 

At home in God’s love

Make yourselves at home in my love. If you keep my commands you’ll remain intimately at home in my love. That’s what I’ve done – kept my father’s commands and made myself at home in his love.

John 15:9–10, The Message

Recently I visited a lady who told me she hasn’t spoken to her husband for ten years.

‘He lives upstairs, and I live down here,’ she explained. ‘We share nothing at all.’ When you live with someone because you love them, you usually share everything you have: thoughts, irritations, pleasures, disappointments, finances, skills, energy – everything. Jesus is asking us in today’s passage to live with Him in that intimate way. Naturally that includes obeying His commands, but it also means learning to share ourselves with Him at the deepest possible level.

I went for a drive once with a friend who kept muttering away to herself: ‘Pulling out to overtake high-sided van … slowing down to give learner driver space … indicating right.’

‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘Since I took the advanced drivers’ test I can’t kick the habit of commentary driving.’ Surely the habit of referring constantly to God can be learnt too?

Experts say we talk to ourselves inside our heads at the rate of several thousand words a minute, so surely it must be possible to direct those words towards God. I am trying to train myself to tell Him before I start each tiny job of the day, and then to thank Him when it’s safely done. It’s not really ‘praying without ceasing’; I’m simply thinking in His presence.

Let the day be full of little prayers, to me, little turnings towards me. The smiles of the soul at one it loves.

The Two Listeners (c. 1932)

I can’t pray for more than five minutes, but I can’t live for more than five minutes without praying.

D. L. Moody (1837–99)


NOVEMBER 10 

Radiating God’s love 

Dear friends, since God so loved us, we also ought to love one another. No one has ever seen God; but if we love one another, God lives in us and his love is made complete in us.

1 John 4:11–12

I was travelling on the London Underground at the height of the rush hour. All day I’d been in a church full of happy Christians, but how different were the faces that surrounded me now! They looked stressed, bored and devoid of hope. Probably the only contact most of them had with Jesus – who came to give them peace and joy – was to use His name as a swear word. He must long for people like that to know how much He loves them, but the only way He has of connecting with them is through you and me.

So do we all have to start preaching on the Underground? No way! My bedroom radiator feels ice-cold at night, but once the central heating boiler has rumbled into action, hot water begins to trickle into it and I know I can safely get up and dress beside its cosy warmth. It is not the radiator itself that warms me, but the water inside it. When we are filled with the Holy Spirit we can introduce people to Jesus simply by ‘radiating’ the warmth of His love to everyone we meet. By nature, we might be cold and unloving, but it is His supernatural love that touches them.

Jesus, it was not what you said that impressed people most, it was the love they saw in your eyes, your smile, the way you treated them; these were the ways you showed them what God’s love is like. Please fill my heart with that same love and help me to ‘radiate’ it to everyone I encounter today.


NOVEMBER 11 

The new me

We grow weary in our present bodies, and we long to put on our heavenly bodies like new clothing. For we will put on heavenly bodies; we will not be spirits without bodies. While we live in these earthly bodies, we groan and sigh … we want to put on our new bodies so that these dying bodies will be swallowed up by life.

2 Cor. 5:2–4, NLT

Taking the dogs to the woods yesterday was misery! A bad back and a sore ankle made me feel ninety.

‘November!’ I muttered crossly as I shuffled through the soggy brown sludge that had once been gloriously coloured autumn leaves. A rustle suddenly made me look up into the bare branches to see a squirrel eyeing me curiously. He was not a romantic red ‘Squirrel Nutkin’, just the ordinary grey kind that people dismiss as tree rats – but I was captivated by his grace and beauty. He was almost flying as he leapt effortlessly from tree to tree and swarmed up and down the trunks. His agility and balance were breathtaking. ‘Oh for a body like that!’ I thought, and then realised that I’ll have one some day! God has it waiting for me to put on the moment I step into heaven – and it won’t be trees I’ll be jumping about in – but mountain peaks!

I believe that if we could only see beforehand what it is that our heavenly Father means us to be, – the soul’s beauty and perfection and glory, the glorious and lovely spiritual body that this soul is to dwell in through all eternity, – if we could have a glimpse of THIS, we should not grudge all the trouble and pains He is taking with us now, to bring us up to that ideal, which is His thought of us.

Annie Keary (1825–79)
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