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    CHAPTER ONE




    In March 1918, at the age of nineteen, my father went off to fight in the trenches of the First World War. As a subaltern, he had a life expectancy of about six weeks. He took in his pocket a little prayer book into which his mother had inscribed in tiny meticulous handwriting Psalms 91 and 121: two of the loveliest poems extolling the power of God to protect us. I have held this prayer book in my hand and looked at it many times; it still brings tears to my eyes. Her desperate hope must have been that somehow God would protect him.




    Volume three of “The Grenadier Guards in World War One” gives a written account of my father’s regiment’s exploits over the following months. It makes grim reading. A litany of woundings and deaths in the clipped dispassionate style of the time, with generally only the names of the officers being mentioned. I get the feeling that the deaths of the other ranks were not deemed to be so important, or maybe they were just too numerous to be named. No regrets: not sons or fathers or husbands, but pawns on an unending chessboard where the only rule was to do one’s duty.




    It was several months later, in September, in a charge against the enemy line, that my father was struck by a bullet in his chest. He told me that as he lay on the ground his only concern was that people would think he was malingering, funking the rest of the charge. Fear of the shame of not doing one’s duty exceeded any fear of death. The bullet passed through his torso and exited at the back, doing no serious damage to his internal organs. It was a lucky bullet, taking him out of the remainder of the war.




    Which is as good a place as any to start this little book. For it concerns death, the fear of death, and the sadness it causes. I have reached an age when it is certainly starkly apparent that there is a lot more runway behind me than in front. My aim in writing my reflections on this is to try to bring some comfort and hope – primarily to people who have reached the same stage in their lives. But it is also for anyone who may be interested in whether at the end of our days on earth we snuff out into oblivion or whether we take off into an entirely new existence of life after death. No one can know for sure, and I do not flatter myself that I can persuade anyone to the high degree of probability with which I hold my belief that we take the latter course. But I do hope that I can help people at least to consider that possibility to be a realistic one. That we and our loved ones may go on to beat death, that there will be no final goodbyes.




    We are so certain of things nowadays. No more mysteries, no more wonders. With the click of a mouse, no more not knowing the answers to anything we want to know. We are not used to uncertainties. Apart from our prejudices, we like to have facts which can be proved. We view with amused contempt the superstitions of the past, the egotistical gods of the Greeks and Romans and all those terrifying ancient gods, including the Sun God of the Aztecs who would not rise in the morning without human sacrifice. How we ridicule the old belief that the Earth was flat, and that the Earth was the centre of the universe and that anyone who dared say otherwise deserved to be put to death for blasphemy. Such ignorance. And yet people were no less clever then than they are now. They just knew less about things.




    So, what have we got to be so proud of? Here we are, little specks of life stuck by gravity to the spinning ball of the Earth rotating around our Sun. One Sun among maybe two hundred billion or so other suns in our galaxy. One galaxy among maybe one hundred billion or so other galaxies in the Universe. So at least we now know our place in the grand scheme of things, and perhaps we can be proud of that.




    Or do we? The trouble is that there is approximately ninety-five percent of the Universe that we know virtually nothing about. We can calculate that it is there, but we don’t know what it is made of, and we can’t even see it. For that reason, it is called Dark Matter and Dark Energy. So, the truth is, the things we actually know about are limited to five percent of all that exists inside us and around us and out there in the furthermost reaches of the Universe, including all those mind-boggling numbers of suns and galaxies. Metaphorically perhaps we are not so very different to those flat earth people, happy in their exalted position at the centre of the Universe. We think we know it all. But clearly we do not.




    Consequently, my hope in writing this book is to persuade those sceptical of the existence of life after death that if they are basing their scepticism on scientific or other logic, this basis may be rather suspect. As with a flat earth person trying to argue that life could not exist on the underside of the earth because anything there would fall off, so too it might seem rather futile for someone to argue, based on their experience of only five percent of all that exists, that something else does not exist. Furthermore, our understanding of that five percent is in any event very far from complete.




    I find that many people are happier talking about the possibility of some sort of a vague, divine power existing than they are in talking about the possibility specifically of God’s existence. They are content for an unspecified supernatural power to remain buried in the background of their lives as long as it is never allowed out into the foreground. It seems to me that life after death is unlikely without the existence of a divine power which transcends our earthly laws to enable this. What I am discussing here is the God whom I believe to exist, a God who set off the Big Bang nearly fourteen billion years ago and who planted the seeds of our existence when the Earth was formed over four billion years ago. The God I have in mind is so extraordinary that it is not surprising that so many people do not believe in him. This is an all-powerful God who created the Universe, and us, and who provides us with freedom of will and with life after death. This is a God of infinite love and compassion, in common with the beliefs of all the major Abrahamic based faiths. Tempting as it may be to turn one’s back on such a disturbing, mind-bending concept and concentrate instead on what we consider to be the important issues in our worldly lives, if such an all-powerful God does exist, it might be argued that it would perhaps be unwise to ignore him.




    Of course, my belief is no more than belief, without proof or provable fact. Why then, you may ask, does an ordinary worldly sort of person such as I consider myself to be, not much given to wishful thinking, hold it? What a curious, anachronistic, perhaps even crazy thing to do, you may think. So let me try to explain.




    I accept that my belief was initiated and largely dictated by my upbringing and culture. My parents were conventional Christians. They survived hard, cruel times. My mother was too young to take any part in the war effort. But she was not immune to the harsh brutalities of life in those days. She told me how she remembered seeing the bodies of dead children, I assume victims of the Spanish flu, being trundled away in wheelbarrows for burial. That made a lasting impression on her, and she never stopped worrying about the safety of her own children. My father was rather the opposite. Having survived the horrors of the trenches and then, in the Second World War, having survived the blitz as a firewatcher stationed at the top of St Paul’s Cathedral, I think he understandably took a somewhat relaxed view about any perils that might arise in peacetime.




    Before and during the Second World War, my five siblings were born. I was born three years after the war. Shortly after that we all moved from London to a large and glorious old rectory in the beautiful village of Grittleton in Wiltshire. So far as I can remember, we went to church most Sundays. I can’t say that I took any interest in the services, other than when they would finish. The vicar was a kindly old chap, so kind that although he smoked a pipe (Three Nuns tobacco I believe) he always carried a well-stocked cigarette case to offer round. When I was about three or four years old he came to tea and produced the cigarette case. It must have caught my attention, because for some reason he told me that if I could work out how to open it then I could have one of the contents.




    It didn’t take me long. Surprised and, since this took place in front of my parents, probably rather embarrassed, as a man of the cloth he obviously felt duty-bound to honour his offer. I seem to remember that my father expressed the pragmatic view that smoking a cigarette would make me sick and put me off smoking for life. Regrettably, he was wrong. I am ashamed to say that from then on whenever the coast was clear my little fingers would remove a cigarette from my father’s gold cigarette case and take it, together with a borrowed box of Swan Vesta matches, to the potting shed. There I would luxuriate in the pungent smoke from the struck match and then deliciously inhale the cigarette smoke.




    That was the first time that my life was influenced by a priest in the Church of England. It was also the last for many years.




    It was probably about this time that my father became a Lay Reader in the Church. Lay Readers are now known as Licensed Lay Ministers, and usually have to undergo several years training before being appointed. My father was rather proud of the fact that all he had to do was to have tea with the Bishop. In fact, however, I have no doubt that he already had a profound knowledge of the Bible and a very deep faith – which must have been apparent to the Bishop. I suppose that this must, in a small way, have been apparent to me even as a very young child. Every night, he would settle me down as I lay in bed with a hymn which he would sing to me and a prayer which we would say together. His unwavering faith must have had a huge influence on my unquestioning infant mind.




    My father’s Lay Readership gave rise to a bit of a coincidence in my life. One afternoon when I was about five, the Rural Dean, Canon Daniel Anthony, and his wife came to tea. Tea must have loomed large in the Church of England in those days, and this must have been a particularly important one. I seem to remember that my ten-year-old brother Roland and I were sent outside to enable the grown-ups to have some peace. The Old Rectory had a large circular drive in front of it and a lane to the side, which passed the garage and led onto the field beyond. This had enabled my father to teach Roland how to drive his Ford Consul. So, with nothing better to do, Roland collected the car key, and we went for a joy ride round and round the circular drive. When we had had enough, Roland brought the trip to a grand finale by showing off his driving prowess by coming up fast behind the Canon’s car parked outside the front door and jamming on the brakes at the last moment.




    Perhaps his prowess was not as high as he had thought, or perhaps it was the loose gravel surface of the drive. Whatever it was, we smashed rather forcibly into the rear of the Canon’s car. The good Canon was presumably somewhat taken aback when my ten-year-old brother sheepishly confessed that he had driven into the back of his car, but he took it in good spirit. It was a fine example of Christian forgiveness. I don’t think that he ever came to tea again, though.




    The coincidence was that about sixteen years later, sadly after Canon Anthony had died, Mrs Anthony came to tea again, this time to discuss my engagement to her daughter. With hindsight, I suspect that she had misgivings about her daughter marrying into a family which contained feral ten-year-old children who were allowed manically to speed around in their father’s car and crash into things. I think it had taken her some time to come round to the view that my family was not quite such a bad lot as Roland’s infant driving had led her to believe.




    I started my education at a girls’ school just across the road from the Old Rectory. It was a rambling old place which took very young boys until they were old enough to go to prep school. There, we were taught scripture sanitised from most of the unpleasant bits of the Bible. There were prayers every morning and always a faint fear of doing something wrong and being sent to the rather formidable head mistress. I don’t think I ever quite knew what corrective measures the head mistress would take if the occasion arose; fortunately, it never did. But I think I assumed that it would involve a slipper.




    There were never many doubts about what happened to transgressors at the Gloucestershire Prep Boarding School to which I next went. At the conclusion of morning prayers, the head master would read out a list of the names of the boys who were to see him in his study straight away. I seem to remember that this was a frequent occurrence and that there was usually a boy or boys who would slink out after prayers with a red face and drooping shoulders. The only doubt was which cane he would use. He had a variety of these on display in an umbrella stand in the hall, ranging from a thin whippy one to a thick nobly one reserved for the worst offenders. You never really knew whether your name would be on the list because you lived in constant fear that you might have done something judged to be wrong without even knowing it. I can’t say that the shadow of this usual conclusion to prayers enhanced my devotions.




    Some of the masters were decent and humane. Most of them were not. The bad ones were distinguished one from another by their inclination and ability to inflict fear and pain on us. The head master was not the only one to use a cane, and those who did all had different techniques, some more dreaded than others. One of the masters had perfected a way of pulling boys’ hair in a particularly unpleasant way. Another had a solid glass rod which he used to hit us on the head with, until the day came when he hit one boy so hard that it broke. One of the masters was reputed to have been a spy in the war. He was a morose, uncommunicative person – I don’t think that I ever saw him smile. He didn’t resort to violence; he didn’t have to. If you fell foul of him, he would threaten to stand you in the corner until you had learnt the Bible “from cover to cover”. He was such a cold, sinister individual that we believed him. Perhaps not the best of ways to engender affection for the word of God.




    The school holidays were, however, wonderful. Grittleton was a lovely place in which to grow up. It had a village shop owned by an obliging middle-aged lady, Mrs Abrahams, who was always happy to believe me when I told her that the packets of ten Woodbines I would scrape my pocket money together to buy were for my father. In those days there was a legal minimum age of sixteen years old for buying cigarettes, and I was several years below that. She seemed to forget that when my father bought cigarettes for himself, they were always the more expensive Piccadilly’s in packets of twenty.




    There was a post office to which I was sometimes sent to purchase dog licences for seven shillings and sixpence, and well-thumbed stamps which in those days you had to lick to make them stick. There was a village school run by Mrs Marsden who was reputed to be very strict. There was a forge owned by the blacksmith Bill Wilkins, who was always happy to let us children watch him at work as he swished air into his flaming coals with huge overhead bellows and hammered into shape white and red-hot iron on his anvil. Sometimes a horse would come in to be re-shod. He always seemed to be happy, and there would always be a tuneless humming on his lips as he went about his work. One year I asked him to make a machine for me. I didn’t say what sort of a machine; indeed, I had no idea myself what sort of a machine I wanted, and we never discussed how it would be paid for. Every now and again I would pop in to see him to ask how the machine was coming on. And every time with great patience he would find something to say to humour me.
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