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In his final year of ordination training in Dublin, he was offered the opportunity to spend a term in an Anglo-Catholic theological college in Cambridge. It was to prove to be a transformative experience.

He returned to Ireland to begin his curacy with the Venerable Guy Morgan, rector of St. Stephen’s, Lislea, a flagship of evangelicalism. But, unknown to Guy Morgan, Jonathan’s theological and liturgical preferences had changed.

Deacon tells the story of Jonathan’s difficult curacy and his subsequent first appointment to a remote country parish, engineered by his cunning and manipulative archdeacon/rector.

Readers of Bishop and Priest, both by Ted Woods, will recognise many of the other characters in the story as well as the Venerable Guy Morgan. There is Laurence Finch, principal of St. Olaf’s school, the Revd. Wendy Morris, rector of St. Olaf’s and DCI Frank Mulready who, once again, is called to solve a murder in the fictitious Church of Ireland diocese of Daneford.


***

The characters in this novel are fictitious and are not intended to bear resemblance to anyone living or dead. The church structures are those of the Church of Ireland, but these are just context and are not intended to reflect on any office holders or parishes.


Dedication

Dedicated with love and thanks to my wife Anne, who will mark the 30th anniversary of being made a deacon on 19th June 2024.

Thanks also to Debbie McGowan of Beaten Track Publishing for her advice and support.


Chapter 1

It was the last evensong of the Michaelmas term in the Church of Ireland Theological Institute. The service would be followed by Christmas Dinner in the dining room, and then, when the dining room had been cleared, the annual staff and students’ Christmas party was to be held.

The students’ social committee had decided that this year’s party would consist of a ‘Vicars and Tarts’ night. A selection of drinks had been bought and a band booked. Costumes were laid out in the students’ room ready for wearing after dinner.

There was a frivolous atmosphere at evensong, which wasn’t helped by the students leading the service. With the forthcoming party in mind, instead of two solemn Advent hymns, they chose ‘Yield Not to Temptation’ and ‘Do No Sinful Action’.

There were titters all round as the hymns were announced, and even the director, sitting in the back pew of the college chapel, couldn’t help smiling.

But not everyone was amused. Jonathan Appleford, a third-year student and leader of the evangelical group, stormed into the vestry after the service to confront the two celebrants.

“You have made a mockery of tonight’s service with your childish attempt at humour,” he fumed. “It’s nothing short of sacrilegious. I have a good mind to take this to the college council, but as it’s the last service of the term and we’re having a party tonight, I’ll leave it for this time. But you have been warned.”

“Oh, come on, Jonathan, it was only a bit of fun. Lighten up, for heaven’s sake!”

“I don’t regard divine service as the place for levity and fun. We’re a church not a music hall,” he said stiffly and left the room.

“Nor, it seems, is there any fun in being a fundamentalist,” one of the students remarked to another.

Jonathan Appleford was in his final year at the Theological Institute training to be ordained. He was twenty-four years old, tall, slim, fresh-faced and good-looking but very serious. He seldom smiled, and when he did, it looked more like a condescending smirk. He never attended the weekly ‘Vestry meetings’ in the snug of the local pub where most of the students socialised on Wednesday evenings. He was more likely to be part of the college prayer group, beseeching God that those in the pub would see the error of their ways and amend their ungodly lives.

Brought up in a strict evangelical church-going Northern Ireland family, Jonathan had never kicked over the traces. A member of Scripture Union at school and the Christian Union at university, he was ever ‘sober, steadfast and demure’, ever-vigilant in renouncing the temptations of the world, the flesh and the devil.

He was born in 1998, the year The Good Friday Agreement had been signed. Its signing heralded the dawn of peace after thirty years of violence in Northern Ireland. As a city, Belfast was transformed. Night life thrived once again. Pubs and restaurants opened up in streets and alleys that were avoided even in daytime during the Troubles. The city always seemed to be constantly en fête, but Jonathan never sampled any of its delights.

He kept strictly within his own area in suburban Belfast and to the activities of his home church. Even when he was at Queen’s University, he was never part of the pub and restaurant culture of the nearby Lisburn Road.

After graduating from Queen’s, he went to train for ministry in the Church of Ireland Theological Institute in Dublin. His only forays into the city centre were to attend lectures in Trinity College. Every weekend, he travelled home to be part of his local church. When it came to doing an internship in his final year, he chose a parish in his home diocese, which was noted for its conservatism. He was determined not to have anything to do with anyone or anywhere that could be described as Liberal Catholic or even ‘liberal’!


Chapter 2

It was a surprise to many, both in the institute and in his home diocese, that Jonathan did not take a curacy in his home diocese but rather accepted the offer of the Venerable Guy Morgan to become curate of St. Stephen’s, Lislea, in the diocese of Daneford, not far from Dublin.

For a strict conservative curate like Jonathan, the archdeacon had all the right credentials. He had made a name for himself in Church Growth circles in England. Head-hunted by the previous bishop, he had lost little time in making sure that St. Stephen’s had the name of being a lively, growing parish with an active youth ministry. Guy Morgan was not fussy about liturgical formalities. He had introduced a worship band and all the latest audiovisual technology. And sure, Jonathan thought to himself as he considered Guy’s offer of a curacy in St. Stephen’s, don’t the liberal, cultural Protestants of the Republic need converting anyway?

The appointment had been made in March, six months before his priesting and the start of his curacy.

The director of the Theological Institute had her reservations about the appointment. She felt that Jonathan desperately needed to expand his understanding of the broad nature of Anglicanism and, accordingly, arranged a meeting with him in her office.

“I’ve been thinking about your parish experience and ministerial development,” she said. “I know your home church is very like what you will meet when you start your curacy with Archdeacon Morgan in St. Stephen’s. Also, your deacon’s year placement has been in a similar church setting. Before going to your curacy, I think you’d benefit from something different in terms of churchmanship and theology, just to give you a more rounded view of Anglicanism.

“I have contacts in some of the English theological colleges, and I know they are interested in doing some student exchanges. Would you agree to go on such an exchange for the summer term? All your essays and projects have been completed, so an exchange would not interfere with your degree work. What do you think? It can be easily arranged.”

“Well, yes, if you think it would be of benefit,” replied Jonathan, a little flattered he’d been chosen.

“You will still get your student grant, and your stay, of course, will be free. The institute will pay all your travel expenses—I can tap a bursary for a top-up for living expenses. I’m sure it will be a most formative time, and it will always look good on your CV as you progress through your ministry.”

A few weeks later, feeling like a young schoolboy about to start his first term in boarding school, Jonathan arrived with his cases at the front door of the theological college which was to be his home for the next ten weeks. It was an imposing red-brick building which fronted a busy street in the heart of Cambridge.

The college was expecting him, and he was shown to the rooms that had been allocated to him. There was a study/sitting room and a bedroom, both of which dated back to the college’s foundation in the late-nineteenth century. The rooms felt cold and the furniture was antiquated. There were none of the modern facilities like an en-suite bathroom that he had had in the institute in Dublin. Toilet and washing facilities were shared in a large bathroom located on each floor.

But his room, on the third floor, had a stunning view of the college lawn, and Jonathan realised that behind the street façade, two wings extended at right angles to encompass the college garden, which was in full sunlight.

Not long after he’d finished unpacking, there was a knock on the door and the head student, Duncan Smith-Elliott, introduced himself and offered to take Jonathan on a tour of the college.

“Not all the lectures are held on site,” he said as they started off. “We have to visit other colleges for some of them, so you’ll need to familiarise yourself with where they are. A bicycle is the handiest form of travel. And, by the way, whereas we don’t wear academic gowns to lectures here in the college, we are expected to wear them when visiting other colleges.” The director of the institute had warned Jonathan of this, and he had packed his borrowed gown.

Duncan took Jonathan to the dining room, the lecture rooms and then to the common room, which, Jonathan was shocked to see, had a well-stocked bar along one wall.

“I suppose in Dublin, you had a daily routine to college life. Here, we start at seven-thirty a.m. with morning prayer, which is followed by Mass.”

Mass! Jonathan felt his Ultra-Protestant hackles rise but decided at this stage not to protest.

“After Mass,” Duncan continued, “we have breakfast, and then there are lectures here or at other colleges. You’ll find the programme on the noticeboard in the main hall. I’m not sure which ones you will be attending. You’ll need to discuss that with the principal. Lunch follows midday prayers, which, incidentally, are not compulsory. A bell rings seven times for services you are expected to attend and three times for optional services. There are more lectures and seminars in the afternoon. Evensong is at five-thirty p.m. and then dinner. Compline is at nine p.m.”

Noticing that Jonathan was struggling to remember everything, Duncan smiled.

“You’ll soon get used to the routine. Everyone finds it confusing to start with. But just to say that we begin each term with a one-day retreat. That will be tomorrow. It’s being led by a retired bishop who lives in Cambridge. It’s silence all day until after compline.

“Oh, just to warn you, there’s no food in the college until tomorrow. A few of us are going to have a pint and something to eat in the pub tonight. You’re very welcome to join us and meet some of the students.”

Having avoided going to the ‘vestry meetings’ at the institute on principle, Jonathan had never been in a pub in his life.

“I think I’ll give it a miss,” he said, quickly adding, “but thank you for the offer. I’m pretty tired after the journey, so I’ll have an early night.”

“Fair enough,” said Duncan. “There’s a small kitchen at the end of the corridor if you want to make yourself something simple. Anyway, I’m afraid I have to go, so I’ll say goodbye until tomorrow. Nice to have you with us. I hope you’ll enjoy your stay.”

After Duncan left, Jonathan set about retracing their tour of the college to familiarise himself with the layout. Other students were returning for the summer term, which Duncan had told him was the ‘Easter term’ in Cambridge. Laden with cases and rucksacks, they all seemed intent on getting to their rooms in preparation for the start of term and took no notice of him.

Coming back up the stairs to his room on the top floor, he found the kitchen and made himself a cup of coffee, which he took back with him.

Tired from travel and trying to come to terms with the very new experience of a term in one of Cambridge’s theological colleges, he lay back on the bed and fell fast asleep, only to be wakened by the continuous ringing of a bell summoning him to worship the following morning.


Chapter 3

For Jonathan, the next few days felt like walking through a fog. Nothing was familiar and he wasn’t sure what to expect next.

In the Irish system of training, students were ordained to the diaconate in their third and final year. When the principal of his adopted college heard that Jonathan was a deacon, he made sure that Jonathan would act as such for the first community eucharist of the term.

Thursday was designated a ‘Community Night’ in the college. Mass at five-thirty p.m. was followed by dinner, then drinks in the common room until compline at nine p.m., all of which filled Jonathan with fear and foreboding, feelings which were confirmed when, on the afternoon of being deacon at the Mass, he attended the chapel for a rehearsal.

As well as Jonathan, there was a sub-deacon, a censer, a crucifer and two acolytes. Jonathan hadn’t a clue what he was supposed to do.

“Of course, you’ll wear a dalmatic,” said the sub-deacon, who was in charge of the rehearsal.

Jonathan had never even heard of such a vestment. He had only ever worn a cassock, surplice and scarf at every service. He and some of his fellow evangelicals didn’t even approve of coloured stoles.

“Er, what’s a dalmatic?” he asked, adding, to excuse his ignorance, “We aren’t very high church in Dublin.”

The sub-deacon raised his eyes to heaven. “It’s the vestment that is worn by the deacon over the alb. It has wide sleeves and is made of brocade in the seasonal colour. It is a bit like a chasuble, which is worn by the celebrant. As sub-deacon, I will wear a tunicle, which is shorter.”

“OK! Got you,” said Jonathan, still mystified.

“Now can we get this rehearsal going?” the sub-deacon said impatiently. “Let’s practise the procession. Line up. James, you are the crucifer, Mark and Rose, you are the acolytes. Will you please keep pace with one another? Mark and Rose, keep your candles level!

The sub-deacon looked at Jonathan sceptically. “I will look after the thurible this time. Jonathan, you will carry the Gospel Book. Right, away we go.

“Hold on! Hold on! Jonathan, will you hold the Gospel Book up in front of your face, not in front of your stomach as if you’re carrying a tray of food.”

They reached the front of the chapel. The acolytes and the crucifer stood aside; the sub-deacon and Jonathan entered the sanctuary and processed around the altar. The censer swung the thurible, and clouds of incense enveloped Jonathan. It took a huge effort for him not to sneeze.

“Of course, the principal as celebrant will be behind us,” said the sub-deacon.

“Right, Jonathan, you will read the Gospel, and the acolytes will precede you down the aisle along with the crucifer. You will also serve the president, preparing the vessels, doing the ablutions for the president and also pronouncing the dismissal. OK?”

“Yes, sure,” Jonathan replied, hoping that his lack of knowledge wouldn’t be too obvious. He was going to have to look at a few Catholic eucharists on YouTube before the service began at five p.m.

The actual celebration of the Mass was, indeed, a holy mystery to Jonathan. He was mesmerised and baffled by all the hand gestures, genuflections and when to make the sign of the cross. He tried his best to keep up. Sensing his nervousness and inexperience, the principal guided him through the liturgy with gestures and whispers.

In the vestry, after the service, the principal said kindly, “Well done! That has expanded your liturgical education, I’ve no doubt. I’ll see you in the common room after dinner and buy you a stiff drink.”

Another event that filled Jonathan with dread.

***

At the community dinner, each table had bottles of white and red wine. Jonathan stuck to water. After they’d eaten, the principal welcomed students to the beginning of a new term, making special mention of Jonathan from the Church of Ireland—“our older sister across the Irish Sea.” He thanked the sub-deacon for organising the Mass (loud cheers) and the chef for preparing the meal (loud cheers). Notices of college events and activities were given by some of the students. Each announcement was followed by the banging of fists on tables, and then the students and staff retired to the common room bar, where the principal sought out Jonathan.

“That was a new experience for you.” He beamed broadly.

“Yes,” replied Jonathan. “It seems we are a good bit lower in Dublin. A good bit lower. Some of the students don’t even wear cassocks and surplices, much less the gear I was in tonight.”

“We’re pretty high up the candle here, though there are other places that are higher. You’ll need a gin and tonic, I dare say. Then we can sit down, and you can tell me about yourself.”

“Er…” Jonathan blushed. “I don’t really drink. I’ll have a soda and lime, if that’s all right?”

“Sure. Fine,” said the principal, heading off to the bar. It was a long time since he’d had a teetotaller in the college.


Chapter 4

It took a few weeks for Jonathan to become familiar with college life in Cambridge and the location of the other colleges where occasional lectures were held. He even bought a bike!

Gradually, he came to know his way around the liturgy used in the college chapel, so that when it was next his turn to be deacon at the community Mass, he was even looking forward to it. He was quietly confident that he would get everything right, even censing with the thurible.

Jonathan’s next involvement in the community Mass coincided with a visit from the Bishop of Ely, who was to be president and preacher. Everything went to liturgical plan for Jonathan, and he was rather pleased with himself as he entered the common room after dinner.

The bishop sought him out, which wasn’t difficult as he was the only student wearing a dog collar.

“So, you’re the visiting student from Dublin?” asked the bishop as he came up to Jonathan. “Let me get you a gin and tonic and we’ll find a quiet corner to have a chat.
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