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Dedication

 

This book is dedicated to all those who have lost loved ones due to Covid-19. The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it
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Foreword

 

 

March 2020 was the month when everything changed, the nation plunged into the world of covid crises lockdown as we collectively responded to the invisible pandemic threat to our freedoms and ways of living.  However, despite the fear and agitation, it was also a time of reflection and wonder. I remember the eery quiet streets in the early evenings, bike rides and runs with nobody in sight.  The sound of bird song replacing the roar of usual background roar of traffic and skies free of aeroplanes as foreign travel was put on hold.  

Paul beautifully captures this balance of worry and wonder in a beautiful way as he frames the first lockdown lessons learned in his own home against the growing national portrait. It is heart-warming and real as the challenge of the family learning to work from home evolves into idiosyncratic irritations, often overcome by grace, tolerance and acceptance.  The pain of separation from loved ones and the strain of screen-based interactions is never overplayed but simply portrayed with a keen heartfelt honesty

The real strength of Light in the Darkness is that Paul manages to artfully avoid self-indulgent reflection with humility and a wry turn of phrase. Light in the Darkness covers an international crisis from the sofa of the writer’s living room where Jess the Cockerpoo and Lottie the one-eyed tabby cat hold court. 

Faith based reflections nestle against familiar news reports that serve as way markers, leading us through the lockdown. The bravery of Captain Tom Moore and the heartfelt exuberance of the Thursday evening NHS clap are just two of many stories noted.

Light in the Darkness made me roar with laughter as I recognise so much of myself in Paul’s stories. Reading the narrative also made me wince when I recall like Paul, the number of aimless hours spent watching TV on the sofa.  Yet throughout Paul demonstrates how to hold on to faith in a crisis and brings Bible passages alive, connecting them to real life domestic situations.

Light in the Darkness is hard to truly categorise as it is in parts, a personal journal, a social commentary and a biblical devotional. It will appeal to both people of no faith and people of great faith and anyone in between.

This could easily be serialised as a podcast or as a series of magazine columns – I certainly hope Paul continues to write in this way.  I look forward to Pauls observations on the post pandemic landscape. An idea for a sequel perhaps?

 

Rev Graham McBain


Prologue

 

 

March 2020. We had just entered what we know now as the first national lockdown in England. The case numbers and recorded deaths in Italy from this new coronavirus strain were ringing alarm bells in London. It was time for the UK Government to take its opening gambit in what was to become an ever increasingly complex game of life-chess. The rules of this game were largely unknown, and in the months to follow a battle on personal, family, community, national and global fronts would unfold, the like not experienced in generations. The like we may hopefully never experience again.

I sat down in my small office bedroom space, a week after all the schools and colleges in England had closed their doors to all but the most vulnerable. I read and re-read the day’s headlines in between work emails and Googled research on how best to use Microsoft Teams for teaching and learning. My attention though was drawn towards the use of online communication as a means of real time engagement with the outside world. Education UK has been slow to adapt to the social networking world of Snapchat, Twitter, Instagram, and to the digital age in general.  Yet, what better way to meet the learning styles of our post Millennial students? Why have we taken so long to transform our classrooms; from the traditional teacher led learning space established in post War Britain, to an environment where pedagogy and technology merge in perfect synergy to become the norm in our schools, colleges and Universities? No doubt, the answer from change protagonists would include reference to public funding short-sightedness, education suffering from being the political football of the C20th and a lack of political vision. From opponents of change: where does the teaching of Shakespeare fit into this anarchic e-learning revolution?

In my current role as Head of Teaching and Learning at a Further Education college just five minutes’ drive from the family home, I felt duty bound to change hearts and minds, and use this period of quieter reflection at home to advance the cause of progress. I also knew such a fundamental shift in the way we educate our young people would not happen overnight, even with the sudden imposition of remote learning as a result of a global pandemic. Rome was not built in a day of course, and as we would be constantly reminded over the next six months, a vaccine for Covid-19 would not suddenly appear over the horizon like a syringe on horseback charging towards victory. 

In the early days of forced confinement in our homes, there was a sense of surreal bewilderment. With daily national death rates in the teens and the pandemic perceived as a ‘somebody else’s’ issue, the mood was one of accepted inconvenience rather than blind panic. The government’s daily briefings had already become compulsive viewing and their associated messages were imprinted into our subconscious. We have a plan, Boris trumpeted in the briefing on 20th March, and if we all stick to that plan, we would beat this pandemic, sending it back into oblivion with its tail between its legs. A national three-month lockdown they assured us would achieve this victory. Boris was in charge standing on the central dais flanked by two trusty Lieutenants; Whitty and Sunak. The Commander in Chief was in full Churchillian mode.

‘So that’s why, as far as possible, we want you to stay at home, that’s how we can protect our NHS and save lives.

To repeat, I know how difficult this is, how it seems to go against the freedom-loving instincts of the British people. And I also know how much, right now, workers and business deserve the financial reassurance we are giving them.

But we will get through this.

We will get through it together, and we will beat this virus.

And to ram that point home: the more effectively we follow the advice that we are given, the faster this country will stage both a medical and an economic recovery in full’.

I was waiting for the….never in the field of human conflict…

I collected my thoughts that evening as we sat in the living room and considered how this lockdown would affect our own family dynamics. My wife Diana also works in education as a part-time learning support assistant at another nearby college. Her stay at home brief was to provide online help for students on a one-to-one basis. Diana has two children from her first marriage, Daniel who is a radio presenter and Sarah who is studying a Psychology degree at Reading University. Just to confuse the outside world, I too have a son from my first marriage who lives with us, also called Daniel. So, to distinguish between the two boys, we have 22-year-old ‘Big Dan’ and 16-year-old ‘Little Dan’ or just Daniel when he shows an ounce of maturity. 

Unable to access studios in London’s Golden Square Big Dan set up a make-shift audio arrangement in his bedroom to record several shows every week. Little Dan meanwhile would be sent GCSE work to him on a daily basis by his teachers. His response was to set up an enhanced gaming desk in his bedroom so he could get the most of lockdown. Sarah was still in Reading much to her mum’s distress, holed up in a student house near the University. As we entered this period of constrained movement, we knew our pets would begin to sense a change in their environment. Lottie the ageing tabby, Mo the middle-aged Maine Coon, and Jess the puppy Cockerpoo would play their part in either keeping us calm or driving us into insanity. It was a toss of a coin.

Fortunately, we are blessed to live in a large house tucked away in a secluded crescent halfway between the Surrey towns of Redhill and Reigate. I want to make this clear from the start; what you are about to read is not a story of hardship or tragedy. It is not a great tale of redemption or salvation. It was initially just an attempt at writing a daily blog during the first lockdown to see if I could enter this brave new world of social networking. In doing so, this middle aged technophobe could start to understand ‘the kids’ and connect with their inner hashtag.  

Perhaps it could be the cathartic experience I needed to help maintain a sense of perspective, as I sat in my comfortable suburban home with my post postmodern nuclear family unit. Maybe it would help to relieve some of the guilt when reading about others who were about to deal with Covid-19 head on. Maybe I wanted to use the blog as a distraction from the new mundane, or as a reflective mirror of words and observations as the headlines came pouring through the airwaves. So, the day after Boris’ above briefing, I started typing on a wing and a prayer. Maybe it would last one week, maybe two at best before I grew tired of my own whimsy.

I was wrong. By the third week of writing it no longer felt like a simple blog to self. Each entry became part of a growing sense of conviction; with one question nagging at me with every sentence written. Where is God’s plan in Covid-19? 

As a Christian the dilemma in knowing a God of love but seeing the suffering of a groaning world is the hardest part of the big faith equation. I try not to beat myself up about it. Can such a question ever be fully reconciled in the human mind? I do not pretend for one moment that writing 100 blog entries during the first Covid lockdown begins to touch the depth of such a question.  However, I also make no apology for sharing my beliefs in a God I have known for thirty years. A God who has kept faithful with me, even when I have turned the other way. A God who despite my human failings has often revealed a plan not just for my life, but for those friends and family around me who share the same conviction. 

What I did not expect was how God would take me in new directions, pointing me to passages of scripture I did not know, and leading me on a journey of hope as I wrestled with my own doubts. As I gradually opened up my Blog to others (never an original intention), it was His words which gave meaning to my imperfect ramblings. Like a road map slowly unfolding to show the path ahead, the God of all creation peered into the darkness called Covid-19 and breathed light into its midst. This divine intervention gave me the sense of perspective I was looking for, but also left me with a set of clues from which to respond. The ending of my personal blog journey was as unexpected as it was remarkable. I hope and pray your journey will also be touched by the illuminating word of God, and a plan for your life revealed, just as promised in the book of Jeremiah.

‘For I know the plans I have for you,’ declares the LORD, ‘plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a future’.


 

 

 

March 2020

 

 

21st March: Islands

 

'No man is an island' wrote John Bonne in his famous poem of 1624. It is hard to argue with this sentiment for we all need someone. We are created to be social creatures who thrive on human interaction. But as of today, we have been told to go against this natural instinct, for our own sake, and for the sake of those around us. We have been told to be 'islands'.

 

After what seems like an age of grey dreariness, a bright Spring sky watches over England's fair and pleasant land. The new dreariness to contend with is a world of social distancing and self-isolation. This instructed shift in behaviour is going to take commitment, self-discipline and sacrifice. And a great deal of practice. 

 

At 9 O'clock this morning five adults and four dogs from our road spent an hour trampling through local wooded paths, often walking in near proximity to each other. Tangled leads, close harmonised gossip, and frequent side-steps to avoid on-coming human traffic, were a regular feature of the walk. Quite frankly, we struggled to be ‘islands’. Yet, we were not alone. In Australia, Bondi Beach closed to stop crowds from pleasuring themselves in the warm surf. In the United States, police were called upon to break up large gatherings of youths in several major cities. 

 

By this afternoon vast throngs were out enjoying the early Spring sunshine in our own coastal resorts and national parks. In fact, Snowdonia reported record numbers of visitors cascading through the Welsh iconic landscape. Not so much a case of 'not in my back yard’, but rather, 'it surely cannot happen to me, and not here'. The young think they are invincible, Nicola had stated boldly on the dog walk. They could all be carriers you know, she added, picking up Tilly's poo. 

 

Earlier today the world lost legendary Country singer Kenny Rogers aged 81. Rogers was probably best known for his number one duet with Dolly Parton 'Islands in the Stream' recorded in 1983. Perhaps the opening lines of the chorus describe what we are all about to experience in 2020. We are being asked to be 'islands', and for the time being, 'that is what we are'. Yet at the same time we are ironically more reliant on each other than ever before in peacetime memory. For the foreseeable future we are all in this together, floating down the same stream of life. Separated, but intrinsically linked together in battle against an unseen deadly foe.


22nd March: The Greenhouse

 

For her birthday at the beginning of March I bought Diana a 6mx4m polycarbonate sheeting greenhouse. In hindsight this purchase looks a real winner, for now with so much time to kill, her green fingers can potter away merrily and take her mind off the current crises. However, due to an administrative mix up the huge cardboard box that contained the ‘easy to erect’ item had been delivered just two days ago. As today is Mother’s Day her son Dan and my son Daniel offered to help build the greenhouse, while I entertained Jessica the Cockerpoo.

 

Well that was the initial intention. Another crystal blue sky meant another long morning dog walk. The apricot-coloured puppy could not believe her luck when mummy, daddy and the two boys took her out into the woods. The same dilemma remained when meeting other people – to greet or not greet? – that is the question. We nodded courteously, and muffled attempts of ‘morning’ and ‘lovely day’ could be heard at a safe distance. Jessica however, blatantly ignored government advice and chased everything that moved, causing her personal human entourage to engage in a constant battle to stay on the right side of the two-meter social distancing guidelines. Nerves soon frayed.

 

On return from our wooded ordeal the boys grabbed Magnums from the freezer and slunk off to their bedrooms for a few hours solitude. 22-year-old Dan on Playstation, 16-year-old Daniel on Xbox. Diana resigned herself to the pile of clothes washing that adorned the kitchen table, while I located the piece of lamb we had tracked down yesterday at the local butchers. Last bit of roasting meat left in the cooler; the butcher told us. That’s fine replied the wife without glancing up, we’ll take it. £22 for a joint seemed excessive, but it was the whole lamb with just the legs and head chopped off. This is a pandemic I reasoned with myself, and who knows when the next farm animal will become available for consumption.

 

Needless to say, Jamie Oliver came to rescue, and the outcome of my endeavours was four clean plates by 4 pm. After which, the sons returned to their virtual reality, the wife sat in the late afternoon glow, and the Cockerpoo had her usual mad half hour chasing Mo the cat into oblivion, before crashing out in her cage for the night. 

 

The huge cardboard box remained unopened on the patio, its contents to be tackled another day. I thought we’d have many days to contemplate its grand opening. The UK death toll had reached 281, including an 18-year-old with an underlying health condition. A caveat tagline that had already become far too overfamiliar for liking.

 

Sitting in the lounge that evening I heard my 16-year-old son laugh in the comfort of the snug as more aliens were blasted into a thousand pixels. In the real world, an alien virus was starting to cause far more damage than that.


23rd March: Lockdown

 

First day of working – remote style. At 9.30 am, I found a corner of my absent stepdaughter’s bedroom, a small desk under her Velux window providing a suitable resting place for my work laptop. I pressed the on-button and it sprung into life. The first Office Teams meeting brought me together with the other three members of the college Quality Department. This was initially just to check we were all up to internet speed and able to experience clear connectivity. After ironing out the pixel gremlins and the background rice crispy crackling, we quickly concluded that this new normal was already feeling surreal.

 

Further meetings came and went. Big questions were asked. Did we know if students were engaging in learning at home? Not really. Were we confident teaching staff were able to accurately measure the impact of our quick-fix on-line resources? Not really. Did we know how many vulnerable students had come into the college itself? Yes – one! The Level 2 Business student with moderate learning difficulties had hoped his mates would also be there too. Instead, he found himself in another form of self-isolation for the day. Several staff who had been assigned to support this directed provision could now be released to go home. It seemed for our 16-19 students, there was less appetite to ‘come in’ than thought. Who could blame them?

 

As the Head of Teaching and Learning I tried to provide some light relief and positive thinking on another MS Teams site – share your ideas for keeping busy and working through the challenges of home working, I posted. Be positive everyone, we are in this together, I wrote after putting up a link to some free digital skills training. Look after your well-being and find new routines and interests I posted, like some on-line oracle. There was muted response from colleagues. It’s always the thought that counts I consoled myself.

 

Whilst struggling to find the right tune on my keyboard, Diana was enjoying the garden in the seemingly constant sun, trying to breathe new life into her mini allotment. My son washed a car for the first time in his life. My stepson set up gym equipment on the patio and sweated out his frustration at not being able to see his girlfriend who lives 30 miles away. The Cockerpoo, too young to know when to stop, played ball with everyone for hours and crashed into a semi-coma on her favourite mat. Then with cheese and biscuits on our laps, Boris came onto our screens at 8.30 looking like he had been in the wrestling ring with a COBRA. Hair coiffed in its usual hap-hazard style, he delivered another Churchillianesque speech. He praised those who had been responsible citizens and stayed at home as instructed. Then with genuine anger and frustration in his voice he reprimanded those that had not. The headmaster has spoken. Plan A was not working as well as hoped. Thousands of Brits had been sent to the naughty step.

 

For good reason perhaps, as infection and death rates in the UK continued to climb.  Stricter social restraint measures were needed to curb the tide. We were now about to enter a full lockdown scenario.


24th March: Operation Extraction

 

Our home sits conveniently near Junction 8 of the M25. Within minutes, the grey Hyundai i20 was racing around London's orbital like a bullet train. It was an open freeway, not another car in sight. Diana sat nervously beside me, knowing we were risking the wrath of the authorities. Sweat poured down my face as the speedometer hit eighty. In forty-five minutes or so we would be at our destination, and nothing could stop us from reaching our goal. 

 

Suddenly from nowhere a black helicopter swooped in front of the car, causing me to take evasive action. Foot down I pulled away from the aircraft as it prepared to circle. It's alright darling, turning to my petrified spouse with steely look in eye, I have this under control. Special training, past life, and all that. My right eyebrow arched higher in eager anticipation. A loud hailer boomed in our ears; pull over slowly, you are violating the national lockdown....pull over or we will be forced to shoot. I was doing no such thing. My stepdaughter's safety depended on it. Then from behind, two fast approaching police cars, sirens piercing as they drew up close. In the rear mirror I could see the driver of one of the black sedans. It was Boris! Eyes glaring behind the wheel, he looked as angry as he did the night before. The helicopter had now cut off our escape up ahead and Boris’ vehicle was almost adjacent to the Hyundai. He wound down his driver window and pointed a pistol at my head. Without warning, he fired. BANG! 

 

I sat up from the bedroom floor, sweat beads on my forehead. My right elbow hurt from the impact with the ground. I had fallen out of bed. Well, thank the Lord for that. It was just a lockdown nightmare.

 

The actual journey to pick up my stepdaughter from her student house in Reading, Berkshire, and return home took just over two hours. The traffic was of course much lighter than usual, mainly made up of  lorries and white vans with a smattering of cars; which did make the M25 seem eerily quiet for a weekday morning. The poor girl was the last to leave her rented abode due to self-imposed isolation. Nothing but a cold and slight cough, but a wise decision in light of the current context. The announcement last night from Boris had spurred us into quick action. “Let's get Sarah back as soon as possible”. Diana naturally was relieved to have her daughter back in the safe haven of the family home by lunchtime.

 

I tried to switch back to work mode. I pressed a few buttons. Another Microsoft Teams meeting to contribute to. But as the news of fatalities at home and abroad worsened, everything else was starting to pale into insignificance. What were we planning for? The current academic year was in many respects a right off, and we were just scratching around in the dark looking for purpose and direction. As teachers and managers in schools and colleges we had to keep going, adapting approaches to teaching and learning on a daily basis; hoping for clear guidance from a government who were also wading through treacle in wellington boots. This was all unprecedented.

 

Today, the UK death toll rose by another 87. In Spain it was 514. In New York, the Governor pleaded for medical supplies, warning the virus was spreading faster than a bullet train. I wanted to be back in my Hyundai again, on the open road speeding to freedom. But this sadly was not a dream.


25th March: Mind Games

 

It is only five days in from the school-work shut down for millions of us plucky Brits, but the strain on the brain is already starting to tell. The first big social dilemma for us was on the 22nd March - Mother's Day. This caused great consternation as families were torn between visiting loved ones and respecting the social distancing rules. The young, we have been told, should not mingle with the old (the definition of which has also become quite a bone of contention). Many 'went for it' with fingers crossed, others used screens to bring the generations together. Since last Sunday we have moved to full lockdown. Was that intentional timing by the powers that be? Was it to allow us one more chance on Mother’s Day to see family we may not see again for several months? Diana’s parents are no longer with us. Mine are in self isolation mode. My mother still undergoing immunotherapy treatment, the old man 11 years her senior at 86, catching shingles completely out of the blue. At the time of writing, the technical complexities of face-to-face on-screen communication such as WhatsApp and Zoom had beaten them into early submission.

 

In the confusion and hubbub, Diana and I had completely forgot it was our two-year anniversary yesterday. It was as though these datelines no longer mattered. Not erased from memory of course, just eclipsed from calendar view. It is my sister's birthday today too - a key worker supporting young people with severe brain injuries. Normally we would get together for a meal, or a few cheeky shandies down the Dog and Lettuce. Not this year. Her birthday has been reduced to an e-card and a 'how's it going at your family refuge?' text.

 

This morning a teacher colleague of mine who lives alone in a small London flat e-mailed to say he was struggling with work for 'personal reasons'. I could read between the lines - it was an early cry for support, as I knew isolation for this flamboyant character was far from a natural state of being. On social media, messages held the same tone of despair. Sexist jokes about husbands wanting 'out' of their family lockdown nightmare, and wives and mothers losing the plot as they ran out of loo roll were rife. In my own household, only the Cockerpoo was loving life, surrounded by five humans to give her constant attention. In true adolescent droll, my teenage son declared at this early stage of lockdown; its sound dad, I'll be fine. I've been practising self-isolation for the last two years! He wasn’t wrong.

 

Added to all this was the constant flow of fake news. In the last five days my eclectic family group had informed me the virus was caused by the Chinese eating bats; that it was in fact the result of an American biological weapons programme gone wrong; and that eating vast amounts of raw garlic will ward off the threat of infection. Then the wife came out with a real snorter this afternoon; Prince Charles, the heir to the British throne, had got coronavirus. LOL, not falling for that one.

 

On early reflection, I am personally coping pretty well as it happens. A slight worry though, as we are down to our last 27 toilet rolls. 


26th March: Clap for Carers

 

At 8 O'clock tonight tens of thousands of people came out of their homes and clapped for those working on the NHS frontline. It is not an overstatement to say these public sector workers are putting themselves at considerable risk in doing their jobs. Videos of patients in hospital in the UK and abroad have brought the reality of this horror show into our living rooms. Testimonies of those who had contracted the virus and were on the road to recovery have given Covid-19 a human face. The message on the lips of TV presenters, analysts and politicians is now a national slogan; simply put - 'we are all in this together'.

 

Maybe I am bias because I love my country and most of what it stands for. Maybe it is just a romantic notion, a sense of patriotism that comes through in times of crises. But is there another country in the world that has such a strong sacrificial voluntary sector? For today the call to arms has been well and truly answered again. 660,000 people have signed up to support the NHS and care services in the struggle. A miraculous number - an army of volunteers to back up an already stretched and exhausted army of healthcare professionals.

 

Furthermore, a blend of creativity and technology is now bringing us a stream of on-line support to the millions in walled isolation. Good news for parents attempting to home school or entertain young children, and for those on their own needing a little light in the encroaching darkness. The at-home yoga class, the innovative google based pub quiz, the live storytelling of books written by the rich and famous, and the hundreds of companies opening up delivery services for the elderly and vulnerable. Irrespective of your political persuasion, Boris deserves a pat on the back for delivering a huge financial package to keep businesses and their employers afloat. As well as finding a solution for homeowners, tenants, and the millions of self-employed who have suddenly found their earnings fall off the precipice. For many the government’s work furlough scheme, a planned three month stay of execution, may be the difference between hope and despair. Its very existence tells us we are in this for the long haul.

Experts are warning us we are two weeks behind Italy - a country with a similar sophisticated and modern health care system that has been brought to its knees by the pandemic. Over 4,000 Italians have now died. In Spain, the situation is nearly as dire. Here in the UK we brace ourselves for the onslaught. On the battlefront our beloved NHS holds its breath. In support, over half a million volunteers wait in the wings. Today we applauded the great British spirit. In the months ahead we will need every ounce of that spirit to get through this...together.


27th March: Police State

 

Three days ago, a hundred pieces of fixtures and fittings came out the cardboard box. As I continue working remotely, now on a makeshift desk in the main bedroom, I overlook the garden area where Diana, her son, and sporadically my son, attempt to construct the greenhouse. The constant groans and swearing under the breath told me all I needed to know. The result of their efforts today? A roofless box of aluminium struts separated by lop-sided polycarbonate plastic sheets. To be fair, having glanced at the 'universally accessible diagrams' in the instruction booklet, it was surprising they had got that far. The real damage though was to the Diana’s back. The stretching, twisting and regular bending to find dropped nuts and screws in the grass had taken its toll.

 

So, this morning, the dog routine had to be changed. As usual I was the first up to let Jess out of her sleeping crate, straight in the garden for early 'doings', and a quick breakfast for us both. A bowl of Forthglade tray chicken and liver, with biscuits on the side washed down with fresh tap water. The dog had Special K, milk and a warming mug of tea. But instead of 'mummy walkies', this morning it was 'daddy walkies' - once round the 'block' which takes about 10 minutes. Having done this walk on many occasions since we bought Jess eight months earlier, the first thing that struck me at 8 O'clock today was the silence. Not another person or car in view. There was still the low distant rumbling of traffic on the M25, but the only other noise came from a squawking murder of crows overhead, circling ominously as if waiting for prey to die. This town 'was becoming like a ghost town' announced The Specials during the economic recession of the early 80s. This morning commuter town Redhill, Surrey, announced itself to be in lockdown compliance.

 

Ghost Town was an example of a song that spoke of a certain time in history. Lyrics that mirror the socio-economic landscape in which they were written. Today I discovered that already there was a lockdown 'top 10' based on download and streaming figures. At number one it was Gerry and the Pacemakers with You'll Never Walk Alone, followed by more recent offerings from Akon with 'Locked Up' and 'Lonely'. REM has two songs in the listing, 'Everybody Hurts' and the doom laden 'It's the End of the World as we know it'. Sandwiched in between these is The Police classic, 'Don't Stand So Close To Me', ironically reflecting the social distancing 'law' we all now have to abide by.

 

The ironies today did not stop there. Having spent far too many hours standing too close to each other in the past weeks, our esteemed leader Boris and his Health Secretary Matt Hancock have now contracted the virus. The Chief Medical Officer is also showing symptoms and has gone into self-isolation. So, for the daily government briefing, step forward the ever-popular Michael Gove who at last had his chance to be top gun. Is it time for us all to go into full isolation? If I had a nuclear shelter at the bottom of the garden, then the fifty cans of beans would be stockpiled immediately.


28th March: A Stark Choice

 

As the number of people dying in the UK from Covid-19 passed 1,000, a week into lockdown had come and gone. Outside, the sun looked down from the heavens to taunt us once again - 'the weather's fine, go out and play. you won’t be caught, go outside, leave your homes, no-one will know....'  Every day, it seems pictures of those doing just that are on social media, either caught in the act by high flying drones or by police helicopters. In this suburban home though, we are sitting tight, as the still surreal situation escalated to new grim heights in Italy, Spain and across the Atlantic in New York.

 

Diana and I remind ourselves each day, how blessed we are to have a roomy house with a large back garden, while many others are trapped in cramped accommodation. We can enjoy a patio leading up to a three-level lawn area with an extended wild jungle to the rear which separates us from a normally busy road. Jess the Cockerpoo loves her garden and first thing in the morning, and last thing at night she runs to every part of it, barking heartedly to remind the blackbirds, robins, squirrels and foxes whose territory it is. Apologies to our neighbours, the little monster. 

 

This morning we sat out in the warming sunlight, sipped tea and studied the natural world around us. The newest residents, a pair of wood pigeons nesting in an ivy cloaked poplar, carried twigs back and forth to construct their nest. A pair of chaffinches, with yellow bellies and crimson head colouring helped themselves to seeds from the wired birdfeeder. In the distance a woodpecker tapped in rhythm against a nearby fence, and soaring high above, buzzards scanned the landscape for potential prey.

 

Nature was reminding us that despite our superiority in every aspect of earthly life, human beings are not as clever as we think we are. We are at the mercy of Mother Nature and her environment like never before - the winds that scatter us, the rains that crash through our flood defences, the heat that dries our crops and scorches the skin. We are it seems seldom in control. Now as another great pandemic humbles us, paralysing a third of the planet into hiding, we have a stark choice to make as a human race. Do we see this virus as an inconvenience, a blot in the history books after which nothing will change? Or do we see it as an opportunity to alter how we think, feel and act? A tragic event in 2020 that brings us closer together and gives us a greater sense of who we are and how we should be caring better for our natural world? One of the great writers of the C20th understood how the event of war could provide such an opportunity. In 1942, he wrote words that resonate with us today:

 

Satan: 'I will cause anxiety fear and panic. I will shut down schools, places of worship and sports events. I will cause economic turmoil'

 

Jesus: ‘I will bring together neighbours, restore the family unit. I will bring dinner back to the kitchen table. I will help people slow down their lives and appreciate what really matters. I will teach my children to rely on me and not the world. I will teach my children to trust me and not their money and their material resources' – CS Lewis
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