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GLOSSARY OF TERMS

Angel: a messenger, intermediate between God and people

Anglicanism: doctrine and practice maintained by Christians in communion with the see of Canterbury

Ant[iphon]: sentence sung or said before or after a psalm or canticle

Archdeacon: cleric with an administrative role delegated by a diocesan bishop

Archdeaconry: group of parishes overseen by an archdeacon

Benefice: originally a grant of property in exchange for services, the term has evolved to signify an ecclesiastical office – normally a rectory, vicarage, or perpetual curacy – in which revenues assigned to it are used to support the holder’s performance of specified duties (whence also ‘beneficed’ and ‘unbeneficed’). Historically, a benefice was usually coextensive with a parish; today, it may embrace a number of pastoral units

Bishop: the highest order in Christian ministry. In the Anglican Communion, a bishop is held to be differentiated from a priest by the power to confer Holy Orders and to dispense the rite of confirmation

Canon (1): title of clergy belonging to a cathedral or collegiate church

Canon (2): in law, a term that distinguishes ecclesiastical from civil enactments. Today, Canon Law is used to cover the Church’s organisational and administrative rules generally

Canticle: song or prayer derived from the Bible which forms a part of liturgical worship

Cathedral: church containing a cathedra (chair) that denotes the office and authority of a diocesan bishop

Chantry: an office or benefice endowed for the singing or saying of masses for the souls of the founder and others in the founder’s circle. By extension, an altar or chapel at or in which such masses were said

Chapel (1): church subordinate to a parish church, often provided for the ease of parishioners living in outlying parts or where access to the parish church is difficult

Chapel (2): space within a church with a separate altar, often dedicated to its own saint

Chapel (3): place of worship reserved for an institution (e.g., college, royal household)

Chapel (4): term used in contradistinction to ‘Church’ to denote members of dissenting denominations (as in ‘Church and Chapel’)

Chaplain (1): priest who serves a chapel

Chaplain (2): priest appointed to serve an institution (e.g., hospital, branch of armed services, prison)

Chapter: body of self-governing clergy

Church Assembly: body made up of Houses of Bishops, Clergy and Laity, brought into being by the Enabling Act 1919 to ‘deliberate on all matters concerning the Church of England’ and make provision for them. Replaced by General Synod in 1970

Clerk in Holy Orders: formal term denoting a bishop, priest, or deacon

Close: enclosed area around a cathedral, originally walled and gated, containing ancillary buildings, houses for clergy, and a bishop’s palace

Collegiate church: church served by a self-governing body of secular (i.e., not monastic) clergy under the charge of a dean or provost

Confirmation: rite whereby grace of the Holy Spirit is gifted and ratifies vows taken at baptism

Crypt: in original sense, somewhere hidden; now: a chamber, usually subterranean or semi-subterranean, beneath the main body of a church

Curate: the word today denotes an unbeneficed cleric – often newly or recently ordained and under training – who assists an incumbent. In earlier use it denoted any clergyman who had the cure of souls

Deacon: one ordained into the lowest of the three ranks of Anglican ministry (deacon, priest, bishop)

Dean (1): head of a cathedral chapter or collegiate church

Dean (2): a rural dean assists the bishop in administration of a group of churches that form a subdivision of archdeaconry

Diocese: basic territorial unit of ecclesiastical governance, administered by a bishop

Eucharist: act of thanksgiving in Christian worship, and focus of controversy at the Reformation as between those who upheld the doctrine that Christ’s body and blood coexist in consecrated bread and wine, and those who regarded the Lord’s Supper either as commemorative or as a transfer of virtue

Evangelicalism: outlook founded on the tenet that salvation comes only by divine grace, awarded in response to faith, not as something a sinner may earn through merit

Faculty: legal grant of permission enabling work to a church or churchyard to be done

General Synod: Church of England governing body (from 1970), which considers and approves legislation, frames new forms of worship, debates matters of importance, and approves the Church’s annual national budget

Glebe: land assigned for the maintenance of a parochial incumbent

High Church: tendency in the Church of England that puts weight on continuity from Catholicism, and upholds the nature of the sacraments and exceptional role of bishops. High Church opinion can be traced from the sixteenth century, but following abeyance from the late seventeenth through the eighteenth century it was restored to prominence from the 1830s by the movement centred on Oriel College, Oxford, which produced Tracts for the Times (whence ‘Tractarian’)

Incumbent: holder of a benefice

Liturgy: a formal set of words, music and actions prescribed for use in worship

Lych-gate: (from OE lic, a corpse) covered gateway into a churchyard

Mass: an early medieval term for the Eucharist which in Anglican usage has become associated with High Churchmanship

Minister: (from Latin minister, ‘a servant’) one who is authorised to perform spiritual duties in the Church

Monastery: community living under religious discipline; by extension, the site and buildings so occupied

Ordination: consecration that translates an individual from lay to clerical status and authorises the performance of particular rites and ceremonies

Parish: territorial unit for the cure of souls, which today may be served by a rector, vicar, priest-in-charge, group, or team

Parson: originally and strictly, the holder of a benefice who possesses its rights – that is, the rector (from Latin persona, literally ‘the person’ to whom God’s property in a parish was assigned)

Parsonage: house assigned for the use of a rector or vicar

Patron: in Anglican use, an individual, office, or institution with the right to appoint or present a member of the clergy for a vacant benefice. In the past, this right could be bought, sold, or gifted

Priest: one who has been admitted to the order of priesthood by a bishop, with authority to celebrate mass and provide cure of souls

Priest-in-charge: one who is in charge of a parish but is not its incumbent

Real presence: doctrine that Jesus is present sacramentally in the Eucharist

Rector: an individual or body in receipt of the income of a rectory. The rector may appoint a vicar (from Latin vicarius, ‘a deputy’) to perform the duties of the rectory

Rectory: the rights and duties of a rector; by extension, the rector’s house

Saint: one who has a close and special relationship with God, and by extension may be regarded as a protector or advocate – for instance, of a nation, place, or family

R[esponse]: congregational reply to a versicle

See: (from Latin sedes, ‘a seat’) in ecclesiastical use, a chair that symbolises the authority of a bishop

Stipend: money paid to enable work to be done, but not in commercial proportion to it

Suffragan: in the Anglican Church, a bishop under the authority of a diocesan bishop

Tithe: former tax of one tenth on produce or earnings taken for support of clergy

V[ersicle]: sentence sung or said by a minister to which the congregation responds

Vicar: (from Latin vicarius, ‘a deputy’) one who is appointed to undertake the parish duties of a rector

Vicarage: the rights and duties attaching to someone appointed as a vicar; by extension, the vicar’s house



 

 

 

After the day there cometh the dark night;

For though the day be never so long,

At last the bells ringeth to evensong.

STEPHEN HAWES, d.1523

Oerder yn yn amser ni,

Y ria glas ywr eglwysi.

On’d oedd dost un dydd a dau

I’r llawr fwrw’r allorau?

Cor ni bydd yn y byd,

Na chennad yn iach ennyd.

SIÔN BRWYNOG, c.1550

Christus est stella matutina,

Qui nocte saeculi transacta,

Lucem vitae sanctis promittit

Et pandit aeternam.

BEDE, c.710



PREFACE

Evensong contains three overlapping groups of memoirs about the Church of England. The first describes life in post-war parsonages. Discoveries in and about churches make up the second. The third is a search for what it was that drew my father and others towards ordination as they came home from war in 1945. That is, why did I find myself growing up in parsonages?

It may be asked why anyone would want to know. By any measure, parsons, parsonages and Anglicans are generally these days on the edge of things. Most of the older vicarages and rectories have been sold off, and surveys say that fewer than two in a hundred people go to Anglican services. Collapse has been generational. Few under forty now identify with the Church of England. As older citizens die, church buildings are becoming husks, outwardly part of the local scene but functionally meaningless. There are places where the trend is bucked, often in areas where arguably the Church is needed least, but it would be no wiser to see them as signs of general renewal than it would be to take a shower of snow as evidence for the reversal of climate change.

Historians agree that decline has been going on for a good while. They are less decided about how long, or why. Different theories of secularisation are debated; very likely a number of processes have been operating at different speeds. Yet however we explain or measure the falloff, it is in contrast with the status that the Church continues to occupy in law and national life. That standing seems even more marked when we recall how much of it has already been done away with. England’s main features as a confessional state were dissolved in 1828–1837 and through subsequent reforms. The Church in Wales was disestablished in 1914, and Anglican claims over people’s lives and pockets were brought to an end long ago by dissent and secular challenge. Yet for all that, and even though Britain is now among the least religious countries in the world, Church and State remain bonded like metals in an alloy. To give but a few examples: the Church of England passes its own laws; diocesan bishops are appointed by the Crown; some of them sit in the House of Lords (and when new Lords Spiritual are introduced to the House, their apparel, like that of Yeoman Warders of the Tower, goes back to the sixteenth century); the archbishops are Privy Councillors; there is a Second Estates Commissioner in the House of Commons; sittings of both Houses of Parliament begin with prayers. Chaplains are met in every sphere of life. About a million children are educated in schools run under Anglican auspices. The Archbishop of Canterbury has the authority to confer degrees. New monarchs are initiated by the Archbishop of Canterbury. The monarch is supreme governor of the Church of England, and coins in your pocket tell you (in what was once the Church’s international language) that she is FIDEI DEFENSATRIX, ‘defender of the faith’ and reigns ‘by the grace of God’. It goes on.

In a largely faithless Britain, after decades in which Anglicans have been unable to agree on important moral and theological issues even among themselves, it is reasonable to ask by what test the Church of England continues to lay claim to public authority and national embodiment. How much of its theatre and gesture can be taken seriously? Indeed, how much of it do we need? Maybe just enough to put on a good show at national moments? Despite the incongruities, observers of these things say that the establishment will last for a good while yet, because the uncoupling of Church from State would be so complicated that no one in a position to embark on it has the interest or will to do so. We are left with an equation in which indifference tinged by nostalgia equals inertia.

One answer to the ‘Why Evensong?’ question, then, is that regardless of what we think about the Church, it is there and continues to affect us. As the theologian William J. Wolf put it: ‘Anglicanism, coming from an establishment position as a national church concerned with all types and people, has always been deeply rooted in a cultural context.’ Kevin Gardner, writing about Anglicanism and the poetry of John Betjeman, points out that this gives it a social and cultural worth beyond its spiritual role. Looking more widely, modern conservatives identify Western culture with Christianity and the Bible, and in the parlance of their populists – Trump, Orbán, Kaczyński, Johnson – civilisation and ‘way of life’ have replaced democracy or social justice as their touchstones for allegiance and selfhood. This reminds us that irrespective of what we believe as individuals, all history is in some sense religious history, and we ignore it at our peril. Church and Bible pervade our tongue, literature, music, education, and law; to ignore them is to neglect bits of ourselves. Indeed, the leaching out of Anglicanism and participation in worship from general experience arguably gives rise to a crisis in which cultural meanings become masked, areas of experience are rendered inaccessible, and new inquiry is disabled. Very likely this is one reason why new and alternative religious movements now multiply so readily, and why some of them are a bit like subatomic particles orbiting around the old ones. But staying with the Church of England, if it does not much matter to its few remaining members why a Roman soldier who might have been born in Turkey around 1,700 years ago should have come to stand for far-right English nationalism, for students of far-right nationalism, perhaps it should.

One measure of the void being left by the Church’s collapse is the extent to which its own hierarchy has lost interest in – in some ways even misrepresents – its own story. Indifference to history is a grave business for a historical religion. Paradoxically, however, the very lack of curiosity suggests that a relationship between Church leaders and their historical inheritance must in some way still matter, for why else should so many of them be wary of it? When a senior Anglican uses the phrase ‘heritage fascism’ to describe a funding body’s insistence that its grants to churches be conditional on the involvement of a wider range of people in heritage, it is hard not to wonder if he feels engagement with the past to be not just outside the Church’s concern but a threat to its mission. A corollary of that conjecture is another one: how other than through a sense of entitlement could someone expect a heritage funding body to grant-aid a church without such a condition?

Such aloofness is distinct from the concerns of those in the front line of the parish system in which they find themselves. ‘Here’s the thing,’ writes a vicar in Somerset:

Half of our churches, 8000 of them, have 26 adults or fewer on a Sunday. If you had 26 people to form a Christian presence in a community, you wouldn’t start from here. You wouldn’t have a listed building which costs thousands to heat and insure. You wouldn’t have the protocols for running the church written into law. You wouldn’t have so many aspects to Sunday worship (warden, verger, organist, reader, prayer leader, vicar, sides-person) that there’s barely anyone there who isn’t there because they’re on a rota. You wouldn’t open an Anglican Extra, you’d have an Anglican Express. In fact, you probably wouldn’t open a building at all.

No, you probably wouldn’t. But 16,000 places of worship are where we start.

Why so many? The origins of England’s local churches are mainly the result of two bursts of activity: the first centred around a thousand years ago (c.950–c.1150), the second in the nineteenth century, lasting just eight decades (1820–1900). The means and motives of the founders have been described in other books. Less often discussed are the reasons why so many of the buildings put up in the first wave are still there. Martin Renshaw suggests they are found mainly in the dynamics of England’s Reformation, which in several ways differed from religious revolutions elsewhere. For one thing, it was slower, with determinative stages that ran across several decades; for another, he says, it was led by rulers, not by people in general. At the time, indeed, the largest expressions of popular opinion were against it. These factors together meant that parish churches tended to escape the fiercer kinds of harm that result from populist upheavals. More than this, although people acceded to enforced reform, their initial reluctance sometimes lessened its impacts – for instance, where banned items were sequestered rather than destroyed. Hence, while reformers ordered the defacing of images, it was often, literally, just the face that was struck off or one quarry of glass that was removed, just enough to break eye contact. England’s parish churches and carved angels hovering beneath their ceilings were left largely whole, and when Puritans did gain control for a time in the seventeenth century, their tendency to simplify existing churches rather than replace them again acted to conserve the legacy. A further factor was that England’s churches were not much touched by the zeal for classical revival which overwrote so many religious buildings elsewhere in Europe after the counter-Reformation. In result, says Renshaw, there are more intact medieval churches in England and Wales than in most other European countries put together. In what follows, I suggest that cherishing them is not devotion to ashes but the transfer of fire.

Evensong is mostly anecdotal, and in writing it I did not set out to give a recent history of the Church, or to give an account of the ever-evolving tensions between its different parties, or to write a biography of my father. Nonetheless, the book touches things that give rise to reflections on or episodes of all three. It also bumps into topics about which I never meant to write. I imagined that writing a memoir would mainly involve setting down things remembered but should have realised that experiences are just moments and flashes, and that to be of use to anyone else they need to be contextualised. Contextualisation means mugging up on unfamiliar topics and sources, and it can take you in unforeseen directions. Cold War interactions between the Church, the Foreign Office and the Security Service, early Thatcherite experiments in privatisation, and the bush war in Zimbabwe–Rhodesia were not things about which I expected to write when I picked up the pen. Nor did I foresee the extent to which I would come upon the trashing of lives well lived for the good of others. A. N. Wilson’s description of Stuart Blanch as ‘the most undistinguished Archbishop of York in the 1300 years or so of the province’s history’ is readily parried by pointing to his disregard for the enormity of the competition. Much more disconcerting is the extent to which history’s processes are being threatened by rumour and gossip conveyed and burgeoned through social media and the internet. Debate on many issues is now being shaped regardless of critical skills, and the seepage of resulting ‘facts’ into the aquifers of public and academic discourse (all those things ‘everybody knows’) is well under way. This is not simply a matter of whether something is true or supportable; it affects history’s agendas and ways in which debate is structured; it puts the mob that bawls Barabbas! in place of source criticism.

Context of another kind was provided by SARS-CoV-2, which reached Britain shortly after the book was started and had taken three million lives worldwide by the time it was finished. The countermeasures closed archives, put some primary sources out of reach, and barred travel to revisit places first seen when the events in this book took place. The virus has a cruel aptitude for targeting things people do together, and since to a large extent churches exist through fellowship and shared endeavour, something more than web resources of prayer will be needed to see them through into whatever world lies ahead. Another reason, then, to look back at the one we have just left.

A word on usage. ‘Church’ is capitalised when used in an institutional sense simply to differentiate it from ‘church’ as a building. No other privilege is implied, and in both instances the underlying meaning of ‘church’ as a body of believers is respected. I have tried to be careful with ‘England’, ‘Britain’, and their derivatives, which mean different things at different times, and to different people, and have very particular meanings today. Historians have long been trying to warn us off the phrase ‘Celtic Church’. I have used it as little as possible, and – I hope – only when quoting or in the idiom of others.

Last, a word on debts. For encouragement and much patience while the writing was in progress I am in the debt of my friend and mentor at Orion, Alan Samson. Warm thanks go to friends and colleagues who answered questions and gave advice or help along the way: Philip Birtles, Angela Ambrose, Tim Blanch, Wendy Childs, Anne Deighton, George Demidowicz, Anna Eavis, Bill Flynn, Rebecca Hiscott, David Keen, John Longstaff, Kenneth Neil McKenzie, Keith Merrin, Robin Mitchell, Harold Mytum, Robert Owen, Henry Owen-John, Ian Paul, Martin Pickard, Martin Renshaw, Julian Richards, Rev Canon Tony Shepherd, Martin Sharp, David Stocker, Ian Wood, and Christopher Young. My foremost debt is to Jane, my wife, for her frank comments and criticisms at every stage, and for her original suggestion that this book be written.

Third Sunday after Easter, 2021



PROLOGUE

NIGHT PRAYERS

Nineteen … maybe … was it 1958? If so, I was ten, and that was the year when the choir went to Wadderton House. Wadderton was large and rambling, in twelve acres amid hilly wood-pasture on the edge of the Worcestershire village of Blackwell. Years later, I found that it had been built in 1870 by a family that pioneered the mass production of pen nibs. The Diocese of Worcester bought it after the second great war and turned it into a place of retreat. And there we were.

We were led by a with-it director of music in his early twenties with whom lady members of the congregation serially fell in love. There was new music to learn each day. We rehearsed from ten until noon and again in the late afternoon, preparing for choral evensong in Blackwell’s parish church of St Catherine. St Catherine’s had been built just before the war. It was white-walled, airy, roofed with pantiles, felt new, and had a curious smell, a mixture of furniture polish and lilies. Looking it up, I see that it was built in a style called ‘Scandinavian free Gothic’. Whatever it was, it felt right. I quite liked weekday choral evensong, too, not because I enjoyed church services, but because of all the ones I was made to attend it was the least tedious – lots to sing, no sermon, and few of those droning prayers that went on for hours on Sundays. (I tried to avoid Sunday evensong altogether, because it clashed with Take It from Here on the BBC Light Programme.)

Wadderton offered a lot to a ten-year-old. For one thing it had a pond, fed by a miraculous, quivering mound of clear water that welled up through the grass. I spent the first free time each day trying to build a raft. Then there was the Lickey Incline. Blackwell is atop the steepest mainline railway gradient in Britain. Ascending trains were assisted by tank engines known as Lickey bankers that pushed them the two miles up from Bromsgrove and dropped back when they passed the summit. There was no footbridge at the station, so you could stand right on the edge of the barrow crossing and watch the approach of a train, black smoke blasting from front and rear. Long, heavy-laden trains pushed by two bankers made for drama as they thundered past, inches from our faces.

Similarly wanting in health and safety were the battles. Church choirs are divided into halves called Cantoris and Decani, after the places of the cantor and the dean who sit facing each other in a cathedral choir. In the Middle Ages, the singers on each side led in alternate weeks; during great festivals the alternation was daily; psalms and canticles were sung in rotation. The names survived the Reformation and have been used ever since. Cant and Dec make ready-made sides for football, cricket, or any other kind of contest – like a running fight with acorns. A well-aimed acorn hurts, especially if the leathery cupule at the end is still attached. The Battle of Acorn Hill on the last afternoon involved everyone – choristers, organist, curate, and vicar. It seemed to go on for hours, through woods, across fields.

By the end of a day, then, we were beneficially knackered. After supper, we collected fallen branches, lit a fire, and sat round it as the vicar read us a ghost story. The stories came from M. R. James’s Ghost Stories of an Antiquary. Two of them shook me. One was ‘The Ash-tree’, concerning the trial of a witch in 1690 and a ‘curious series of events’ at a small country house in Suffolk. Another was ‘Oh, Whistle and I’ll come to you, my lad’, in which a young academic on a golfing holiday by the east coast finds a whistle ‘of some considerable age’ on the grassy site of a Knights Templar preceptory. By blowing it he summons up a succession of fearful things. We listened spellbound, as sparks from the burning branches shimmered upward and merged with the stars.

The day ended in the house chapel with Compline. Compline is the last of the daily offices. It is calming, and brief. As furry moths loomed out of the warm darkness and bumped against the windowpanes, the minister began:

The Lord almighty grant us a quiet night and a perfect end.

I did not then grasp the symbolism of ‘a quiet night and a perfect end’ in which a day stands for a lifetime and sleep foreshadows death. We replied:

Be sober, be vigilant; because your adversary the devil, as a roaring lion, walketh about, seeking whom he may devour; whom resist, steadfast in the faith.

We waited for the verse from Psalm 17:

Minister: Keep me as the apple of an eye.

Us: Hide me under the shadow of thy wings.

At the end of the week, we took a last look down the Lickey incline, and went back to our homes in the industrial suburb whence we had come. In my case, that meant the vicarage, because my dad was the vicar, but for most it was a post-war council house, or one of the new flats on Turves Green, or maybe a pre-war semi up Coombes Lane. Looking at it all now, I am struck by how many of the 1950s estate roads were named after places in Shropshire, like Clee, Titterstone, Clunbury, Culmington; was there someone in Birmingham Corporation who thought that by bringing these names into the city, some magic or memory would travel with them?

Maybe it did. Just before we went back to school, there was a choir outing to the Malvern hills. We met outside the church and walked the mile or so to the A38 between Longbridge and Rubery to catch the 144 Midland Red bus which ran between Birmingham and Malvern Wells. Midland Reds were posher than Corporation buses. Their seats were better, and the conductors used a different kind of ticket machine that produced thin white tickets rather than the coarse paper ones you got on city services. Midland Reds also stopped less often and so were faster. The bus stop was close to the city boundary, overlooked by a water-pumping station like a brick cathedral. The main road running past had been widened thirty years before and planted with lines of trees. We waited in their shadows.

Wychbold and Martin Hussingtree were places through which the 144 passed on its way to Worcester, where the bus crossed the Severn and turned west. On Worcester’s edge, if you knew just when to look, you could catch the gleam of a silver Spitfire parked beside some playing fields. Ron, one of the tenors, said the fields had been a landing ground in the war, but we had no idea how the aeroplane had got there, or why.

Worcester offered other absorbing things. One of them was a bone from King John’s thumb, which was on show near his tomb in the cathedral. The tomb of Arthur Tudor was another. Arthur (1486–1502) was the eldest son of King Henry VII and Elizabeth of York. He is remembered today, if at all, as a Tudor might-have-been, but in 1486, after years of vicious civil war, he was England’s hope. Married to a Spanish princess, appointed Warden of the March, Prince of Wales, domiciled at nearby Ludlow, raised to be King Arthur, his sudden death at the age of fifteen put the House of Tudor on a different path from the one his father had hoped for. After the funeral, a chapel like a cage spun from stone gossamer was raised over his grave, and in it priests sang masses for his soul.

A few months before, I had stood nearby in Worcester’s chapter house and auditioned for the choir school. I sang a couple of verses of an Easter hymn to the organist, David Willcocks, which went well, followed by an arithmetic test, which did not. So that was that. But on the Malverns, who cared? There were rocks to scramble, slopes to roll down, drifts of broom into which to fall. In the evening, worn out, looking back from the bus, the hills seemed blue. We got off beside the water tower and walked home in twilight, dust between our toes.

A similar kind of halcyon feeling surrounds our time at St Davids, to which we went to sing while the resident cathedral choir was on holiday. St Davids is at the far end of Wales, and since the top speed of the elderly coach with faulty brakes in which we travelled was no more than thirty-five miles an hour, it took some getting to. The M5 had opened just three weeks before, and for a few minutes we enjoyed the unfamiliar glamour of a four-lane highway with little traffic and long clean curves. However, in 1962 the M5 only ran for twenty-eight miles, and we were soon back on old roads, among Herefordshire’s riverside meadows and hopyards. At Brecon, we joined the A40, highway to the Arthurian west, through Llandovery and Llandeilo to Carmarthen, where the tidal river told you that the sea must be somewhere close. From here to Haverfordwest there were glimpses of the purple Preseli hills, and a sense of expectancy stirred by the way the road rose to a series of tree-crowned ridges, each one suggesting something rare on the far side. Beyond Haverfordwest, we saw it: the sparkling arc of St Bride’s Bay, rimmed by headlands, havens and islands, and the headland and city of David himself.

Pentir y Sant, St David’s peninsula, is a mosaic of marshy grassland, relict dunes, isolated farms, and secluded hollows, all overlooked by craggy knolls that reminded you of the dorsal plates of some primordial monster. Place-wise, St Davids was just a village. Its cityhood stemmed from the cathedral, which stays hidden until you reach the valley crest and find yourself looking down at its tower and outspread roofs. Purple, green, and salmon-pink stones in its walls tell the story of the Cambrian age – from Cambria, the Roman name for Wales – when life on earth burgeoned. Their layers, since twisted and upended by earth movements, are visible in nearby cliffs. Around the cathedral are mansions for its clergy, remains of a medieval college, a bell tower, ruins of a bishop’s palace, all enclosed by an ancient wall that winds across the valley. The valley explains the place, for tradition says it was here that David established a religious community in the sixth century, and around his grave that a famous centre of pilgrimage grew up. By the eleventh century, if not before, it was being said that David was a grand nephew of the fabled King Arthur.

We camped on the floors of a primary school overlooking the Close. Ron the tenor impressed everyone by the romantic progress he made with the resident organist’s daughter, and there was at least one run-in with local lads who stalked us among the ruins of the bishop’s palace. We sang each evensong in stalls under the central tower. One of the anthems was by Thomas Tomkins (1576–1652), a composer we were told had been born in St Davids and who as a boy had sung where we stood now. During his long life, Tomkins was appointed organist at Worcester Cathedral, became a member of the Chapel Royal, wrote music for James I’s funeral and for the coronation of Charles I, lived through the Civil War, and saw his organ smashed by Parliamentary soldiers. After Charles’s execution, he composed A Sad Pavan for these Distracted Times, and retired to Martin Hussingtree, on the route-to-be of the 144 Midland Red.

If things got dull during services, you could lose yourself by staring at the oaken ceiling above the nave. Everything about it – the textures of bleached gold, pendants with dolphins, the interplay of arcs and lines – is a wonder. Tree rings measured since show that it was carpentered during the reign of Henry VIII, and that it was finished on the eve of the issue of the first Book of Common Prayer – the founding document of the Church of England. And to remind us that the Church of England had a Welsh stem, the tomb of Henry’s grandfather, Edmund Tudor, first earl of Richmond (1430–1456), stands nearby. It is a panelled chest with a black lid of polished limestone fetched from Dorset. The tomb’s position in front of the high altar, a nuisance for clergy, recollects its original place in the Franciscan friary at Carmarthen, whence it was brought when Edmund’s grandson shut it down in 1538: one among the thousand or so religious houses in England, Wales, and Ireland which were disbanded on Henry VIII’s orders between 1536 and 1541.

Edmund Tudor’s wife was Margaret Beaufort, a descendant of Edward III. It was through her that their son Henry’s claim to England’s throne ran after his victory at Bosworth. David was part of that victory, for in imagination he was the ever-present leader of the Cymry, the people of Wales, and it was Bretons and Welshmen who made up the nucleus of his force that defeated Richard in 1485. Henry Tudor now became Henry VII, founder of the dynasty under which, say English historians, and with God’s approval, England blossomed as a proud nation with an imperial destiny. Certainly, this was the impression given at the time. Look at this legend on a gold sovereign of Elizabeth I:

ELIZABETH D G ANG FRA ET HIB REGINA

Elizabeth by the Grace of God Queen of England, France, and Ireland

DNO FACTU EST ISTUD ET EST MIRAB IN OCULIS NRIS

This is the Lord’s doing and it is marvellous in our eyes

Or this on a silver crown of Edward VI:

POSUI DEUM ADIVTORE MEUM

I have made God my helper

Whoever said religion and politics do not mix?

Our main pastime outside the cathedral was swimming. Whichever beach we went to, there were reminders of David and his world. If we walked south to Porth Clais, we passed a chapel named after St Non, David’s mother. At Porth Clais itself were traces of a chapel used by pilgrims to his shrine. If we went west, there was a ruined chapel dedicated to Justinian, one of his companions. A bit further north, among sand dunes at Whitesand Bay, was the site of yet another chapel. The map said it was dedicated to St Patrick. Locals told us that human bones were sometimes washed out by winter storms.

Whitesand was the best swimming place. The forty-minute walk to get there began in a deep lane, set between tall hedge-banks wreathed in honeysuckle, past a farm called Pen Arthur (which had been the childhood home of Thomas Tomkins’s stepmother) and a caravan occupied by a family to whose daughter I longed to speak but was always too self-conscious to try. From there it was out onto tussocky common land overlooked by the largest of the rocky knolls, Carn Llidi, and the last mile or so to the beach.

There was a lot to take in when you got there. Up on the nearby headland was a great hunk of rock propped on a slender upright stone, a bit like the raised bonnet of a Flintstone car. The stones were the innards of a prehistoric tomb called Coetan Arthur. (Arthur again – why him?) On the beach itself, very low tides revealed trunks of trees and bones of bear and aurochs from a land that had been drowned thousands of years ago. And there was that chapel dedicated to St Patrick.

Patrick was a fifth-century Briton who worked as a missionary in Ireland. What was he doing here? The short answer is probably nothing, or at least, nothing directly. Patrick got into the story because a clerk at the cathedral called Rhygyfarch (1056–1099) wrote him into it in a biography of David he composed around 1080 – that is, about six hundred years after Patrick’s lifetime. Rhygyfarch opened the biography by saying that Patrick settled hereabouts until an angel told him that the place had been assigned to one who was not yet born – David. Patrick was not pleased, but the angel granted him a vision of Ireland, saying that this was to be his promised land. Patrick duly surrendered the site and took ship from Whitesand Bay.

Rhygyfarch’s motives for this bit of elaboration were probably several: by depicting one great national saint as the herald of another he was presenting his subject in a way that boosted his standing through a most favourable comparison. The fact that the chapel was built around the same time as Rhygyfarch was writing might even suggest that it was put there to corroborate the story. However, while there is not a smidgeon of evidence to connect the historical Patrick with this part of Britain, there is plenty to connect his world and David’s. For one thing (as the angel knew), you can see it: in the right light the Wicklow Mountains are visible from Carn Llidi, while nearby cliffs can be seen from Ireland by mariners coming the other way. This sense of association is reinforced by things found under the chapel, which was put in an existing graveyard where funerals had been taking place since at least the sixth century. In other words, some of those buried here were contemporaries of David, if not of Patrick, and among them were people who went to the grave with Irish customs. Other things give pause. For instance, ocean-going trading ships in the early Middle Ages worked off gently shelving beaches rather than from jetties or docksides. With their long, level keels, shallow draught, and upswept bows and sterns, such vessels could be pushed up beaches by waves when they came to land and floated off by the tide when they departed. Whitesand is such a beach, and sure enough, in the eleventh-century life of David it is called Portus Magnus, ‘the great harbour’. Objects found nearby – coins (a lot of coins), Irish metalwork, crucibles for working metal, glass and amber – confirm that it was. Looked at this way, far from living in a marginal place that no one else wanted, David and his community were at the pivot of an international network connecting Ireland, Scotland, Wales, south-west England, and western France.

Whitesand is exposed, and when weather blows from the south-west waves can be large. Keith Wyer, one of our basses, fair-haired, amiable, wore his glasses in the sea, where they were held on by a thick elastic band until the evening when a large wave knocked him over and pulled them off. Keith’s mates immediately gathered at the spot and felt around with their feet – but they were only just in their depth, and amid curling rollers and dragging currents there was little chance of finding them. Eventually, they gave up and came in.

Dad now did a strange thing. For a minute or so he stood still, then he walked in a straight line down the beach and out into the surf. When the water was up to his chin, his toes were touching Keith’s glasses. Years later, a thought crossed my mind: what was he doing during the quiet minute or so before he set off in a straight line? Had he been praying? St Anthony of Padua is the patron saint of searches for lost objects; did David have a niche role as the patron saint for things lost in surf?

Patrick and David had me a bit foxed. It is near certain that both were real people, but where did they fit – and into what? The story we were told at primary school in the 1950s was nothing like the joined-up world we see now. Back then we were taught that the Romans left Britain at the start of the fifth century, that the English who came after were pagans until St Augustine arrived to convert them, and that areas like Wales had been cut off from the rest of Christendom in the meantime. The O level history curriculum did nothing to amend this, chiefly because it did not start until 1066 and so left the whole thing out. We were left with a blurry impression of the early British church as being a bit like the Galapagos, where everything evolved separately. Presumably this was why we needed a Synod of Whitby, to get things back in step. The isolationist story went back a long way. It suited evangelicals in the days of Edward VI (1547–1553) and Elizabeth (1558–1603) because it allowed them to trace the ancestry of their new reformed Church of England to the early days of Christianity without going through Rome.

After a week in warm sunken lanes, the flitter of butterflies you never saw anywhere near Birmingham, and not a word exchanged with the girl at the caravan, we were sorry to leave. The mood on the bus was a bit like the hollow feeling you got on a 1950s Sunday, when everything was closed, it was raining, and there was nothing but the week ahead. The feeling deepened as we passed in reverse the landmarks that had raised our spirits on the way out: the Towy at Carmarthen, the Black Mountain, Herefordshire’s land of slow rivers and wooded valleys. We gave a raucous cheer on a hill as the bus overtook a vehicle that was travelling even slower than we were. Near Leominster there were signs to Ludlow, home of the forgotten Prince Arthur, where his household had been based at the start of the sixteenth century.

Arthur Tudor exemplified the proverb that nothing is more certain than death, and nothing more uncertain than its hour. On the first day of April 1502, he was well, and by the end of the second he was dead. The abruptness posed challenges: the organisers of his obsequies needed time to inform officials, agree plans, summon nobles and bishops, arrange relays of public mourners, and rehearse choristers. Ceremonies to be staged across the best part of a week called for the purchase of timber, canvas, pigments, hundreds of yards of cloth, six thousand pounds of beeswax, and the commissioning of sawyers, joiners, weavers, painters, and chandlers. Hundreds of black cloaks and hoods were needed for members of Arthur’s household. Banners, horse trappings, coverings, valances, and palls called for black velvet, damask, gold beaten on buckram, sarsnet, and black silk. A wagon and relays of horses to draw it would be wanted for the procession to Worcester, with accommodation and supplies along the way. Several dozen craftsmen were called to erect and adorn intricate structures to support arrays of candles and heraldic flags.

A few hours after his death, Arthur’s organs were removed and replaced with spices. His corpse rested in his chamber for the next twenty days, always watched. On the afternoon of Saturday 23 April, St George’s Day, yeomen of the Prince’s chamber bore the coffin into the castle hall, whence it was taken in procession the four hundred or so yards to Ludlow’s parish church of St Laurence. In the procession were gentlemen of his household, Carmelite and Austin friars from the town’s friaries, abbots and priors from surrounding religious houses, Ludlow’s parson and chaplains, the prince’s Man at Arms and officers, members of Princess Katherine’s Spanish household, the bishops of Coventry, Salisbury and Lincoln, and eighty poor men clad in black and bearing candles. Gentlemen and yeomen of the March shires walked behind.

The coffin was taken into the church, where it was set upon on a specially made hearse aglow with candles and heraldic emblems. The coffin rested in the choir overnight, attended by mourners. A Dirige, part of matins for the dead, was celebrated in the early hours. Next morning, masses of Our Lady, the Trinity, and the requiem were performed in succession by the bishops of Coventry, Salisbury, and Lincoln. Another Dirige was recited in the small hours when vigil again was kept. In the morning, Monday 25 April 1502, after a second requiem, Arthur’s corpse was transferred to a black wagon drawn by six heavy horses, and the cortège left for Worcester.

The day was cold, windy, and very wet. Bystanders marvelled at the passing of the great wagon, its hooded outriders, the company of 120 torch bearers, the three bishops, and gentlemen who carried painted banners of the Trinity, Our Lady, and St George. Blazoned pennons bearing symbols of Britain’s mythical founders stirred thoughts of a heroic past. Bells of parish churches tolled in salutation. The company paused overnight at Bewdley and continued to Worcester next day. Sir William Uvedale, the head of Arthur’s household, rode ahead to ensure that no one entered the city before his master.

At Worcester the coffin was processed through the town. Citizens lined the route but did not make offerings: an epidemic was in progress – very possibly the same mysterious disease that had killed Arthur – and there was fear of contagion. Sir Gruffydd ap Rhys, the master of Arthur’s horse, bore a banner embroidered with his lord’s arms as the coffin was led into the cathedral precinct by the abbots, priors and monks of religious houses in the March shires. The coffin was received into the cathedral and watched through the night. Around 2 am, the cathedral’s monks left their dormitory and processed into the church to celebrate matins for the dead. In shadow and by the glimmer of candles, the dead Prince before them, they began: Dirige Dominus Deus meus, in conspectus tuo viam meam (Direct O Lord God my way in thy sight). Later:

Requiem aeternam dona eis Domine: et lux perpetua luceat eis.

Give them eternal rest O Lord: and let perpetual light shine on them.

Ant: Nequando rapiat ut leo animam meam, dum non est qui redimat, neque qui salvum faciat.

Ant: Lest he snatch my soul as a Lion, while there is none which may redeem it, nor which may save it.

V: A porta inferi.

V: From the gates of hell.

R: Erue Domine animas eorum.

R: Deliver their souls O Lord.

Next morning, perhaps a thousand were present in the cathedral as the three masses were reprised. During the requiem, officers of Arthur’s household assisted the surrender of his coat of arms, shield, helm, and sword. In a coup de théâtre, Arthur’s Man at Arms rode the Prince’s caparisoned white courser along the nave and into the choir, all the while holding a downward-tilted poleaxe. The Benedictus was sung as he dismounted, and Uvedale presented him to the Bishop of Lincoln. The Man at Arms offered the horse to the bishop, who gestured his acceptance by touching its muzzle. Later, when Arthur was in the grave and holy water and earth had been sprinkled upon his coffin, Uvedale led members of the household in snapping their staves of office and throwing the pieces into the pit. At the day’s end, Arthur’s household was disbanded. Seven years on, Arthur’s younger brother Henry married his widow, so starting the chain of events that led to the Church of England.

One of those who witnessed these ceremonies was Thomas Cooke, a wealthy gentleman who had been a member of Arthur’s household and Ludlow’s bailiff in 1489 and 1499. Eleven years later, Thomas made his own will. He asked to be buried in the parish church, where his executors were to ‘lay a stone upon me of 2 yards and almost a foot long and one and a half yards broad with three images of laten’. Thomas was describing what we call a monumental brass: a sheet of latten metal (an alloy of copper, tin, lead, and zinc) let into the pavement bearing an engraved memorial. He asked that one image should depict himself; another, his wife; and the third was to represent the danse macabre. The dance portrayed encounters between people of all degree with themselves-to-be as cavorting, rotting cadavers. Peasant, merchant, emperor, knight – all must submit to death’s equalising power. The cycle had deep roots, but the version Thomas Cooke knew had appeared a few years before in the cloister in the Pardon Churchyard of St Paul’s, and had become known as ‘the dance of Paul’s’. By Cooke’s day, knowledge of its images and accompanying verses (put into English by the poet and monk John Lydgate, c.1370–c.1451) had been widened through woodcuts, books, wall-painting, and monuments. Cooke asked that the figure beside him and his wife should have this text in his hand:

Man behold so as I am now, so shalt thou be

Gold and silver shall make no plea

This daunce to defende, but follow me.

The dance fed more images. At Hickleton near Doncaster, three skulls still peer out at you from a barred alcove in the lychgate. Above them is an inscription: Hodie mihi, cras tibi – today for me, tomorrow for you.

The point of this tradition of meeting death in person was to bang home the urgency of your need to seek salvation. Life may end at any moment; be ready. Being ready meant preparing your soul for purgatory: the place or state of punishment between death and the general judgement. Smaller sins could be forgiven at death through confession and purged through punishment. Purgatory’s mildest pains were said to be greater than the worst pains on earth, but suffering could be eased and shortened by prayers and masses. Thomas Cooke’s wish to speed his ordeal is shown by the two priests he hired for two years to sing Dirige three times a week and masses ‘for them that I am indebted to or have taken any goods wrongfully in buying or selling or in any other way’. Souls were particularly vulnerable at the moment of death, when demons might try to intercept them as they left the body. St Michael, airy saint of high places, was the protector of departing souls, but to be on the safe side Cooke set the prayers going before he died to cover his crossing. Thereafter, Cooke left income for a priest to sing a daily mass for the souls of himself, his wife and children for ninety-five years.

In later medieval England, then, the living and the dead kept in touch through community which took in both. Those unable to pay for priests to sing personal masses could club together to do it jointly. Forebears and benefactors were remembered daily by people in the places where they had lived. The sight of things given – like the vestments, cloth of gold copes, and monthly doles to Ludlow’s poor bestowed by Thomas Cooke – stirred thoughts of their givers. When you looked at a tomb, the image of the person beneath it put you in mind of him or her in life, and prompted your prayers for their soul.

And yet: a puzzling thing about Arthur Tudor’s tomb is that it bears no image. A monument without a portrayal was a contradiction, so the first thought must be that an image was provided and that it was later removed. The lid of the tomb, a flat slab of dark Purbeck stone, suggests a plan to depict him in brass – like Gruffydd ap Rhys (d.1521), his friend and Master of Horse, the man who bore the Prince’s banner at the funeral, who was buried under a similar Purbeck-lidded monument nearby. Indeed, it looks as though Gruffydd’s tomb was envisaged as a companion to the tomb of his lord. (The Purbeck slabs add to a sense of old bonds recollected: the quarry that produced them was on the land of one of Sir William Uvedale’s relatives.) There is another harmonic here, for Gruffydd’s father, Sir Rhys ap Thomas (d.1525), was the man who earlier had been in charge of Edmund Tudor’s monument – the tomb that was moved to St Davids when his grandson abolished the Carmarthen Greyfriars. It too was a chest-tomb with a dark Purbeck lid and a brass image, and in its position before the altar and black marble it recollected the purported tomb of King Arthur himself in Glastonbury Abbey.

There is another possibility: a plan to provide an image that was unfulfilled. The chapel in which Arthur’s tomb stands was meant as a place for priests to sing masses for his soul until the end of time. In the event, the priests were silenced within a generation. Scepticism about Purgatory was already simmering in evangelical circles in the 1520s. The Ten Articles of doctrine issued under Henry VIII in 1536 declared Purgatory’s existence to be uncertain. Under the government of Arthur’s young nephew, King Edward VI, doubt hardened to denial: masses for the dead were declared not merely worthless but unlawful. Purgatory was annulled. Arthur’s priests were pensioned off. His chapel was redundant.

Worcester was in the thick of this: its bishop between 1535 and 1539 was Hugh Latimer, who promoted reform and iconoclasm. We do not know when Arthur’s tomb was made, but the signs are that it was some years later than the chapel, while its similarities with the nearby tombs of Gruffydd and of King John, who was reburied before the high altar in 1529, point to a date in the later 1520s. When the time came to commission the image, did it coincide with the intensifying attack on prayers for the dead? Did the project lose its path in those few years when the idea of community was redefined, the forgotten prince coming to be symbolised by an unfinished memorial?

This was where I had meant to start, where the Church of England itself started, and in border country – the March between England and Wales, and between one mental world and another. But stuff happens, and the obligations of the living to the dead are again being rethought. Nearly five centuries on, in March 2020, a new virus is in the wild. On the morning of the third Sunday in Lent, the parish choir in which I sing meets as usual to rehearse for matins. The parish is one of only a few left with a choir that still sings prayer-book matins and evensong all the year round. The appointed psalm, Psalm 46, opens ‘God is our hope and strength, a very present help in trouble’, which seems appropriate in the circumstances. When we reach the verse ‘He breaketh the bow, and knappeth the spear in sunder’, the organist adds a smouldering low pedal crescendo, which seems to crackle when we reach ‘and burneth the chariots in the fire’. The anthem is ‘Wash me throughly’ by Samuel Sebastian Wesley. (The words are from Psalm 51: ‘Wash me throughly from my wickedness’.) The last time we sang it the curate got a laugh when he misread it as ‘Wash me thoroughly’. The congregation laughs again today, but this time it is gallows humour.

Early in the evening, we come back to rehearse for choral evensong. Anglican evensong has been described as a home for the hesitant, a service for those who put store by doubt as well as belief. Such people, writes Angela Tilby:

don’t want to be jollied along, made to shake awkward hands with their neighbours, or sway their bodies or clap their hands. They are not looking for sermons or for instruction in the Christian faith. They come for God, I think, relieved that no one is going to get at them. The music is important, of course, but so is what the rhythm of speech and music does for them: that slowing of the heart rate and breathing, the quietening of the mind, the sense of space and mystery and presence.

The word itself – from Middle English æfentīd (evening time) – already begins to do that.

The word ‘evensong’ was in the language before the Reformation, but the man who gave us this office for the tentative was Thomas Cranmer, the youngest son of a minor Nottinghamshire gentry family who was installed as archbishop of Canterbury in 1533 and became England’s guide through the early stages of the Reformation. Cranmer drew up the English liturgy of the reformed Church: The Book of Common Prayer, published in 1549 and much revised three years later – the edition that abolished Purgatory. The 1552 book never entered general use: Edward VI died seven months after its release, and it was banned by his successor, Mary, who reinstated the Latin rites of the Roman Church and burned Cranmer. The revision nonetheless had lasting effect. After Elizabeth’s accession in 1558, the Anglican Church was restored, and the Prayer Book issued in 1559 followed its predecessor in all but a few details.

The matins and evensong of these successive prayer books were derived from the Catholic Liturgy of the Hours, the sequence of prayers recited by all priests at different times of every day. By giving prominence to offices connected with the devotional life of the clergy, Cranmer and his helpers shifted attention of the laity away from the Eucharist. The new prayer book’s ‘order for Evensong throughout the year’ was created by combining parts of vespers and compline, the last two of the canonical hours, and putting their Latin texts into English. Some passages were borrowed (the translations of the Magnificat and Nunc Dimittis, for instance, were taken from a recent devotional collection called The King’s Primer); others were translated from scratch. William Tyndale’s (c.1494–1536) translations of the Bible in the 1520s and 1530s gave a wealth of phrases that remain in daily use: ‘signs of the times’, ‘a moment in time’, ‘let there be light’, ‘a law unto themselves’, ‘filthy lucre’, ‘the powers that be’, ‘knock and it shall be opened’, ‘the spirit is willing but the flesh is weak’. Wherever the words came from they were unified by Cranmer’s ear for the ways in which language works and the rhythms of speech. The Book of Common Prayer has soaked into the groundwater of English-speaking culture: ‘peace in our time’, ‘the world, the flesh and the devil’, ‘in the midst of life we are in death’, ‘ashes to ashes, dust to dust’.

Cranmer considered that his prayer book’s purpose was ‘the styrring of people to more devotion’; even when it was new its lexis was not exactly everyday. Nowhere do you catch that better than at evensong, where the words have outlasted all efforts to find new ones. That has not been for want of trying: since 1966 there have been at least seventeen attempts to find fresh words for different parts of the Anglican liturgy. Behind that struggle lie differences of aim. Some believe that new forms of service should embody contemporary thinking about faith as well as updated language; others say that old-time religion is as good now as it ever was and all it needs is a better image and simpler words.

Suspicion of tradition and complexity are reflected in the café church movement, in which inherited buildings and forms of worship are abandoned in favour of commercial cafés or community spaces. The church at Kingswood on the northern fringe of Hull, for instance, has no building and no services. Instead, you are invited to ‘drop-ins’ at a local school. (Anglican leaders have a knack for appropriating outdated jargon.) Kingswood’s ‘Sunday Sesh’ promises ‘crafts, mindfulness spaces, reflection spaces, interactive prayer zones, Sunday papers and some great coffee’ – a format ‘born out of a natural need of people wanting to connect in a way that doesn’t mean we have to visit a different planet’.

Back on Planet Cranmer, 6.30 comes and in we go. Arriving in the choir stalls there is the usual quick shuffle of the music into order of need, a glance at the weekly newssheet for the number of the first hymn, and a search for its page during the play-over. Like the morning’s psalm, the hymn is topical:

As now the sun’s declining rays

At eventide descend,

So life’s brief day is sinking down

To its appointed end.

We sing it to an old Irish tune, wondering when, or if, we will all sing together again.

Next day, Monday 23 March, the Prime Minister orders the closure of playgrounds, libraries, outdoor gyms, and churches. The Archbishops of Canterbury and York suspend public worship. Church House say that baptisms and weddings must cease, and that funerals are to be limited to brief outdoor services with only closest relatives present. Before long, some councils ban even these. This goes further than the last occasion when sacraments were withheld, the interdict imposed on England by Pope Innocent III in 1208 (uncannily, on the same date, 23 March), when baptism and confession for the dying were still permitted. For the first time in maybe fifteen hundred years, you can enter the world without being admitted to the Church and leave it beyond the touch, sound, or sight of anyone who loved you.

And a lot of people are about to leave. In the months ahead, the new virus will be more than a match for Bernardino of Siena (the patron saint of respiratory ailments), run rings around Theobald and Benedict (patron saints of dry coughs), thumb its nose at Edmund King and Martyr (patron saint of pandemics), and outwit St Barbara (patron saint of anaesthesia and intensive care). Politician, airline operator, lockdown sceptic – all will kneel before it. Joseph (patron saint of departing souls) and Anthony of Padua (patron saint of the elderly) will be rushed off their feet. Exercise classes for the old and frail in care homes will be the new danse macabre, and since deep breathing in close company for several hours a week is about as close to an ideal environment for transmission as you can get, choir practice is the new Russian roulette. A Sad Pavan for These Distracted Times would be fitting to play for the rows of patients with sodden lungs who lie in induced comas like white chrysalises, each awaiting one transformation or another, but live musical performances are now forbidden. If ever there is a return to the way things were, devotees of St Cecilia, patron saint of music, will be among the last to reach it.

It is almost as if God, the Creator of all things, set out to invent a disease to prevent Himself being worshipped. Given the state of the Church of England, one wonders why He went to the trouble. But then, God moves in a mysterious way. Whatever His plan, He made a cracking job of Covid-19.



Part One

PARSONAGE YEARS:
1950–1975
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BIRTH OF A PARISH: LONGBRIDGE AND BEFORE

‘This is a Church paper. We hope you will be glad to receive it as a link (or contact) with your Church.’ So began the first issue of Contact, the Longbridge Church Monthly, published in April 1956, four pages, price twopence.

On page three was an artist’s impression of the new church, adjoining hall, and vicarage to be built on land where Longbridge Lane, Turves Green, and Culmington Road met. The church was to be dedicated to St John the Baptist, Jesus’s herald. Brick-walled, an undivided space under a continuous roof, marked by a lateral tower capped by gables sheathed in copper, it recalled the Festival of Britain. Readers were told, ‘The new vicarage is “nearing completion” – something which it appears to have been doing for some time. First started at the end of 1954, begun again in April 1955, and still far from finished in March 1956, it is hoped that this job is not a fair sample of British building industry at its fastest and most efficient.’

The handover was eventually scheduled for 26 May. When the day came, it was still not finished. We moved in anyway. The builders eventually struck camp in mid June, leaving mashed-up surroundings, ideal for making dens, dugouts, and other activities forbidden to an eight-year-old in a proper garden.

The site was a few yards back from a sunken lane, beside land earmarked for the new church. The emerging complex was a part of a diocesan campaign to establish new parishes in outlying parts of
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