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Praise for Tales of a Country Parish


‘A luminous, lyrical book, brimming
with soul and the spirit of place.’


BISHOP ANDREW RUMSEY,
author of English Grounds


‘Priests can make excellent chroniclers, having
privileged access as they do to the minds and
lives of others... Tales of a Country Parish is in
this brave tradition. Immensely knowledgeable
and curious, Colin Heber-Percy wears his
deep learning lightly and his reflections
are moving, compelling and insightful.’


PETER J. CONRADI,
author of Iris Murdoch: A Life
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And soft-headed clergy occasionally open the book of nature for us and read something that neither they nor their listeners understand.


Søren Kierkegaard
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HOW TO USE THIS EBOOK


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.


Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.


You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.





INTRODUCTION


ONE SPRING MORNING LAST YEAR, in the hills behind the cottage where I live, I sat at the edge of a recently sown field of spring barley – a breath of green over the land’s rising and falling – and I wept.


I’m a vicar. And when our churches were closed for worship on 17th March 2020 and then shut completely five days later, I wondered how I was supposed to carry on doing the job I love. I made phone calls to vulnerable and anxious parishioners; I volunteered (and volunteered my teenage children) to help with the local emergency food bank; I familiarised myself with offering worship online. But a vital part of any priestly ministry must be the day-to-day spiritual sustenance of souls in our care. Particularly when those souls are in distress, frightened, alone. So a daily email of reflection and prayer struck me as a good idea.


Good ideas are ignorable; necessity isn’t.


And necessity has another, shorter name. In any life there are moments when the wriggle room runs out, when you know what’s being asked of you. And by whom. Halfway along that track between two fields, circled by noisy lapwings, I ran into God. What are you doing here, Colin? (1 Kings 19.13).


You can wrestle; you’ll lose.


I went home, pulled up a chair at the kitchen table, and started writing.


For many years I have lived in a corner of rural Wiltshire in southern England. Before becoming a priest, I worked as a screenwriter for the BBC, for Channel Four, and for independent production companies here in the UK, in Ireland, and in the States. But while my work took me all over the place, I always felt rooted here. The landscape – steep chalk downland and ancient forest – is criss-crossed with drovers’ tracks and Anglo-Saxon here-paths, littered with megaliths, long barrows and flint quarries. The ancient past pokes through a patchwork of modern farmland, villages and market towns. My wife grew up here, and our children have never known another home. The places I write about are full of personal history: every tree, every bend in the lane, each dew pond, the gate on the top that whistles when the wind blows in from the east. I belong here. As much as this book is a record of a remarkable year, it’s also a hymn to an ancient holy land.


‘Hymn to a holy land’ sounds carefully crafted and grand. But that couldn’t be further from the truth. This book is a wall covered in bits of paper and chewing gum. Let me explain.


I learned the ‘chewing gum method’ many years ago from a philosophy professor whose advice I’d sought in desperation, unable to complete a long overdue piece of writing. ‘Buy yourself a packet of gum,’ she said, ‘pop in a stick, chew, and start writing. No editing; just let the pen do the work. After exactly an hour – and it must be an hour, no more, no less – stop writing and stick the fruit of your labours up on the wall in front of you with the gum. The rest of the day is yours. Do that for four weeks, and you’re done.’


This time I did it for a year.


Initially, I thought of the reflections as a way of meeting a need in the people of the parishes. I hadn’t recognised the need in myself. As I began to write, I quickly found the words that came were a sounding, a plummet dropped down into my own life, into my love of this place and its people. I wrote from the heart. Not for an audience or an editor, but for my friends.


At first the list of recipients was small; I knew them all. (I never think of them as my parishioners; I’m their vicar. It probably comes to the same thing but there’s a world of difference in my head.) But then people began to forward the reflections, and the list of subscribers grew and grew. Under the circumstances, it doesn’t seem quite right to say they went ‘viral’, but that’s effectively what happened. Within a couple of weeks, they were being shared all over the world and I was receiving emails from people I’d never met living in places I’d never visited, or even heard of.


Many of their emails were deeply moving. A man wrote me from an intensive care unit where he was recovering from Covid; the hospital chaplain, he told me, read the reflections to him every morning by his bed. I exchanged emails with a parishioner’s son, trapped and quarantining in a hotel room in Thailand; with an atheist living north of the Arctic Circle in Norway. He’d attach photos of his home under deep snow, and his first sight of the sun in six months. I received messages from a young man who was reading the reflections with his grandmother on Skype; they were a way of staying close, he said, when they couldn’t be together. I was contacted by a Christian lady who was sharing the reflections and prayers with her Muslim neighbour, and she told me how they’d become friends during lockdown through the exchange of ideas. I had emails from Austria, from Georgia in the US, from South Africa and the Gulf, from the lonely, the frightened, the sick. I tried to reply to them all.


And all around me, in the villages and farming hamlets, the situation worsened. I had long conversations with parishioners wondering if they’d ever see their husbands again, or their wives, their mothers or fathers in care homes. I knew many who had to say goodbye for the last time through windows, sanitised hands pressed to the glass, tears behind Perspex face shields. I took funeral after funeral. Undertakers were overwhelmed.


And I just kept writing more or less on a wing and a prayer. Partly to keep a record, but more to keep in touch.


Fed up with video conferencing and mass-emailing apps, I tried to use the internet as little as possible during lockdown. Instead, when composing the reflections, I took to hunting down half-remembered quotes and passages from the pages of books in my untidy cottage and pulling long-loved records from foxed sleeves, blowing dust off scratched vinyl. My temporary desk at a window in my bedroom was a fortress of books, and the record player became a time machine.


The reflections were written over the course of twelve months, and it’s the year’s cycle that gives this book its structure: spring to spring. But laid over the familiar pattern of our changing seasons are less familiar spells of lockdown and quarantine, isolation, tiers and testing. For all of us, 2020 beat like the valves of a heart, closing and opening and closing.


The book can be read as a single narrative, the story of a ‘plague year’ as Daniel Defoe might have termed it, or as individual ‘readings’. And by ‘readings’ I don’t mean a lesson in church on Sunday; I mean ‘readings’ as in figures taken from a thermometer or blood pressure gauge, notes of vital signs made on a chart and left hooked onto a patient’s hospital bed.


However you read Tales of a Country Parish, I hope you find something to nourish you. Although written from a Christian perspective, the reflections do not assume any faith in the reader. Religious faith, I believe, should never play the role of safe haven, or cosy club. Quite the reverse. As the Danish philosopher, Søren Kierkegaard (1813–1855) puts it, faith is ‘not an easy matter… but the greatest and most difficult of all’. Through philosophy, music, poetry, personal anecdote and the sheer weirdness of ordained ministry, I set out partly to console and amuse, but also to explore, to stir things up a bit, to challenge and disrupt, perhaps even to disturb.


And remember, they’re reflections. It’s my belief that if we look carefully enough into our own hearts, lovingly enough at one another, and pay close enough attention to the world around us, we’re able to glimpse in our reflections the Reflection in which we are all made.




A man that looks on glass,


On it may stay his eye;


Or if he pleaseth, through it pass,


And then the heav’n espy.


‘The Elixir’, George Herbert









A NOTE ON THE TEXT


Rather than cluttering the book with footnotes, I decided to list at the back all the works I’ve quoted or consulted. If it’s hard to find a particular reference, I apologise, but I can tell you, the list is a lot tidier than the shelves in my cottage.


Included with each of the original reflections was a link to a piece of music, something I’d dug out and to which I was listening as I wrote. Many of these (but not all) are very personal favourites; they have shaped me, inspired and consoled me over the years. At the end of each of the seasons – Spring, Summer, Autumn, Winter – I’ve given the tracks I shared at the time. Ideally, the music should go with the text, like a chilled Chablis with a dozen oysters, or a can of Irn-Bru with a sausage roll. All the music is easily available. And, for convenience, I’ve compiled them as a list on Spotify. Search for Tales of a Country Parish.


Here’s the first. The night before my ordination, I listened to this at full volume on headphones in the empty cathedral. And I hope it stands now as an opening prayer: for you. Amen.
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SPRING


TWO BUTTERFLIES are fluttering against the east window. Apart from me, they’re the only living things in the place.


The stained glass, its boiled-sweet yellows, reds and blues, must look like freedom to the butterflies, and my closing hands a trap. But with the butterflies caged in my cupped palms, I walk down the aisle of All Saints’ to the west door, and outside in the churchyard I open my hands to the spring sunshine.


It’s Friday the 20th March 2020.


The butterflies twist and flicker up into the blue. They’re like a prayer, and I haven’t said a word.


This is the last time I’ll set foot in church for months. When I do return, everything will have changed: the world, these parishes, me.


.....


SITTING ON THE CHURCHYARD WALL the following Monday, I watch Joy, the churchwarden and organist, locking the door. Masked and self-conscious, we have a brief, socially distanced chat, unsure, both of us, whether we’re even allowed to be here at all. And then she leaves me to sit alone in the sun with my thoughts.


Flint and stone and oak, All Saints’ has been here since the twelfth century. Looking up at the tower, I remember the girls at my primary school who told that story with their hands – here’s a church, here’s the steeple, through the doors and here are the people...


The churchyard is deserted, and so are the lanes and closes of the village behind me: where are the people?


Around the time those girls at my school were showing off their ability to tell stories with their hands, I became fascinated by a particular song which I’ve always associated with the church-people-steeple rhyme.


I can remember hearing and handling (and the handling is important) Mahalia Jackson’s Gospels, Spirituals & Hymns for the first time. There was an old Garrard turntable, size of a suitcase, sitting under the window in my grandfather’s study. The room smelled of pipe smoke, beeswax, and Irish wolfhound. Quad amps and huge Tannoy speakers squatting in the corners of the room, all polished wood and textured mesh. His record collection, arranged, sleeveless, in a wire rack, was limited to marches played by the band of the Coldstream Guards, recordings of steam trains and – unlikely though it sounds – gospel music. I had a soft spot for the Radetzky March, I admit, but Mahalia was my favourite from first play. I loved the hiss and crackle as the needle dropped onto vinyl or shellac, and running my hands over the mesh while the music was playing, feeling the throb of it under my fingers.


He’s got the whole world in his hands, she sang.


His hands would have to be very big, I thought. Big as Grandpa’s. Bigger even. And as clever as the hands of the girls at my school. Here’s a church, steeple, parson; here are the people. 


Fresh in my mind this morning as I sit on the wall in the spring sunshine, are images, shaky mobile phone footage of a completely empty urban environment. Streets deserted. Airports and supermarkets desolate. As Lent draws to a close we’ll be reading again those verses from Lamentations:




How lonely sits the city


that once was full of people.


Lamentations 1.1





The footage from Wuhan could be those lines brought to life, or death. But in fact both the verse and the footage are misleading: cities can’t be lonely (or seated for that matter); and Wuhan isn’t empty. It’s just that the wrists haven’t twisted, the palms haven’t been opened to reveal all the people inside. Our cities, towns and villages are full of people. But they’re trapped, fearful in their homes, waiting for the story to start again.


What I sense when I look at those images from Wuhan or at the locked door of All Saints’ is how we may need, over the coming months, to reimagine our ways of being cities, towns, villages, churches. Perhaps we need to think of them less as places, and more as stories. They are stories unfolding around us with ourselves as a vital part.


In the years running up to 2012, large portions of the East End of London were redeveloped in preparation for the city’s hosting of the Olympic Games. In charge of the process was Lord Coe. I remember listening to Coe on a radio phone-in being taken to task by a caller who said her neighbourhood park was being bulldozed to make room for Olympic facilities. Coe pointed out that after the redevelopment there would be more ‘ecologically managed green space’ in the neighbourhood than there had been previously; the city would be greener. The caller responded by saying, ‘I’m not talking about ecologically managed green space; I’m talking about our park. Where I grew up, where I used to play as a child, and where I take my children to play now.’ Missing from ‘ecologically managed green space’ is story.


This notion of story presents us with an opportunity, I think, a chance to see ourselves as characters in an unfolding narrative, people of a story, belonging to it like fingers to a hand. We need to inhabit the story in the way the Hebrews inhabited the Exodus story, learning from it, growing through it and allowing ourselves to be changed by it: to become the people we are called to be. It may not be a reassuring story. It may not have a happy ending, but it’s ours. Or rather, we are its.


The French philosopher Gilles Deleuze (1925–1995) urges us, ‘To become worthy of what happens to us, to become the offspring of one’s own events, and thereby to be reborn… and to break with one’s carnal birth’. The veiled reference in that final phrase is to John 3.1–8 where Jesus tells Nicodemus he must be born again, this time not of the flesh, but of the Spirit. I think part of what Jesus means is that we’re called to be ‘worthy of what happens to us’, worthy of being characters in an unfolding drama, emerging from it and belonging to it. God is not the storyteller; God is the story.


.....


THE ROOM WHERE I’M WRITING – and I’m writing early this morning – is heavily, almost overpoweringly scented with lilac. Sprays of pink and purple and white in a jug on the table beside me. Lilac grows everywhere around here, in the chalky gathers and pleats under the downs, around ponds, and edging kitchen gardens.


For the first time in weeks, it’s raining and everything is reviving. After the heat of the last few days, the sound of water dripping from a broken gutter and the draughts of cold air from a window left open upstairs are refreshing, welcome.


My copy of The Practice of the Presence of God by Brother Lawrence (1614–1691), a lay brother in a Carmelite monastery outside Paris, was given me by my grandmother on my confirmation. The majority of the little book comprises letters by Lawrence to various correspondents who have written asking for spiritual guidance and advice. But prefacing the letters are transcripts of conversations between Lawrence and an unnamed interlocutor. The first conversation begins like this:




In the winter, seeing a tree stripped of its leaves, and considering that within a little time the leaves would be renewed, and after that the flowers and fruit appear, [Brother Lawrence] received a high view of the providence and power of GOD, which has never since been effaced from his soul.





Easy to have a high view of the providence and power of God this spring. There’s a stand of beeches, high on the downs, where I often go to say Morning Prayer. The path leading to the spot is overgrown with hazels, brambles and holly, but then it opens out suddenly. It’s like entering a cathedral: the grey shafts of the beeches either side, and above, the vaulting, a bright lattice of emerald and jade.


Each spring, spring itself seems to stand in need of explanation. And demands a thanksgiving. But Brother Lawrence’s high view of the providence and power of God doesn’t derive from the beauty or pleasantness of creation in spring, rather from its startling abundance. Just a few weeks ago – when Covid was still only a news item – I stood with Gareth, the farm manager, who was using a loader to ferry half-ton buckets of spring barley up onto the tops for sowing. Now, the rolls and rucks of the brown fields are shot with green, and the grassy banks are covered with columbines. Here and there, in the shade, are fragrant clumps of wild garlic. How could you possibly have guessed three months ago that those bare winter branches would be bent under blossom, the hedgerows hazy with new growth? Most remarkable of all, it seems to me, are the candles on a horse chestnut tree. It’s not their beauty, actually, that strikes you. Almost the opposite. They’re like those Murano glass chandeliers: too much, over the top. They are the dandy and disreputable cousins to the lilac blooms in front of me.


How are we to respond to the sheer profligacy of creation? We could try to understand creation in two ways: by taking it to bits, testing it, examining it under the cold lamp of reason. So, horse chestnut panicles have an evolutionarily established function, are a genetically determined expression of the organism’s life cycle; they have a place in our taxonomy, an explanation. Or we could try to understand by standing under, standing under the candling tree, and just looking up in wonder. The honey-hum of bees in the sunshine, the feel of rain on our faces this morning, dripping in the new leaves.


Both forms of understanding are vital and valid. Yet, perhaps inevitably, these different approaches have seen themselves as mutually exclusive. Keats famously draws up the battle lines in his poem Lamia, written in 1819:




Do not all charms fly


At the mere touch of cold philosophy?


There was an awful rainbow once in heaven:


We know her woof, her texture; she is given


In the dull catalogue of common things.


Philosophy will clip an Angel’s wings,


Conquer all mysteries by rule and line,


Empty the haunted air, and gnomèd mine—


Unweave a rainbow…





Keats’s cold philosophy assumes a conquering position – outside nature, outside creation. Without warrant, it claims transcendence and brings its impressive capacity for analysis to bear on all before it, failing in the process to see itself in the mix, in the swim of things. It will clip an angel’s wings, unweave a rainbow and offer the results as answers. When John Ruskin (1819–1900) studies a thistle-top, he chooses not to do so through a microscope. ‘Flowers,’ he says, ‘like everything else that is lovely in the visible world, are only to be seen rightly with the eyes which the God who made them gave us.’ This isn’t, I think, to deny the usefulness of a microscope; it’s simply to point out that utility isn’t always a criterion of value, let alone loveliness.


Stand, like Brother Lawrence, under a beech tree in winter, its black branches a lung flayed by the west wind; stand there till spring as the tree comes into leaf, life rising through it like mercury through a thermometer; and when summer comes with a crown, bow to the tree’s demands for our shaded obeisance, until autumn gales strip its leaves in rude whirls. And never let that ‘high view’ be effaced from your soul.


.....


HOW FAR CAN I WALK, run or ride my bike in order to take my daily exercise? If I drive forty minutes to stand on an empty beach am I breaking the law? Do replacement washers for a dripping tap count as ‘necessary items’? All these questions are suddenly put aside. My wife, Emma, has taken to her bed with a dry cough, fever, exhaustion. I bring her meals which she can’t taste and paracetamols which make no difference and I top up the jug of water on her bedside table. And wash my hands till they’re raw. A call to the NHS helpline; we go through a checklist of symptoms, and it’s clear Emma has the virus. Perhaps she picked it up at the primary school where she works. Our teenage children – Joey, Theo and Aggie – are anxious. What was an item on the news is now among us, inside us. Sometimes I think we listen to the news not to keep up with events, but to keep them at bay. News has a magical, prophylactic function: if it’s on the news, it’s somehow hived off, over there. Now it’s here; we are the news.


Yesterday I took a phone call from someone at Wiltshire Council who asked me how much spare capacity there is in the graveyards and cemeteries of the parishes I look after. ‘We may well need all that space,’ the council official explained, ‘as overspill from larger conurbations.’ Overspill – the word haunts me.


At the beginning of Lent, I made my usual ‘no alcohol’ resolution. But pandemic is penitence enough, I think. So, on his eighteenth birthday, in the midst of all the mayhem, Theo mixes us both Old Fashioneds, and we go and stand at the gate to the field behind our cottage, watching the sun tuck itself into the Vale of Pewsey. It’s not the eighteenth birthday he’d imagined, but he’s gracious enough not to complain. We’ll have a party when all this is over, I promise him, when Mum’s better. But it sounds hollow, even as I say the words. When all this is over. I have a suspicion it’s hardly started.


Back in the kitchen, Aggie’s unimpressed with my cauliflower curry. (Since Emma fell ill, we’ve been relying on what’s left in the larder and veg box deliveries from the Swan, our local pub, now a life support machine.) Talking of the pub, Aggie tells me she’s longing for a rare steak and a bowl of chips. We’ve already had tears this morning at the prospect of weeks without Quavers or tiramisu.


I fear she may have sent up a distress signal because this afternoon I found my colleague, Rev’d Jo, coming up the path with China, her elderly Staffordshire bull terrier trundling along breathlessly behind her. Jo has brought an emergency delivery of Italian dessert and pillow-sized bags of thermo-mechanically extruded potato starch snacks. Masked, she puts the gifts down on the path and stands back as we approach. ‘I was hungry and you gave me food’ (Matthew 25.35). Not entirely sure this is what Jesus had in mind, but Aggie’s thrilled. She bursts into tears, and tucks in immediately.


Experimenting with worship on a video-conferencing platform later that night, Jo leads our prayers, with China snoring away in the background. It’s strangely calming. Still, Aggie’s tears are infectious, and I hope no one can see my shoulders shaking. In the end, I splodge Blu-Tack over the laptop camera, and weep.


.....


AT ORDINATION, and on being licensed to a parish, a new priest swears oaths to obey the bishop and the queen, and promises to abide by the canons of the Church of England and the Thirty-Nine Articles. I don’t have a problem with any of this. The bishop is close by and kind. The queen is far away and can’t chop off my head. And I love the Church, despite its best efforts sometimes.


But the schoolboy lurks in the background still. And if I’m honest, the passages in scripture that continue to give me pause always relate to obedience and submission. ‘Obey your leaders and submit to them, for they are keeping watch over your souls, as those who will have to give an account’ (Hebrews 13.17). To me, this smacks of the headmaster’s study. And you won’t be surprised to learn Psalm 119 isn’t a personal favourite: statutes, ordinances, commandments, laws and on and on.


Many years ago, I spent time in the Greek Orthodox monasteries of Mount Athos in Greece. I was travelling with several companions, one of whom was my brother-in-law, Johnny. I don’t think Johnny would mind my saying he was there less as a pilgrim and more as a chaperone for his father, George. George had served in Greece during the Second World War, fighting with British Special Forces behind enemy lines alongside the ferocious Greek resistance, the Sacred Squadron. He was the first British officer to enter Athens, on a bicycle, as the Germans retreated. Thronging Syntagma Square, the liberated Athenians chanted his name until he appeared on a balcony of the Grand Bretagne Hotel to jubilant cheering. For George, towards the end of his life, visiting Athos represented a final crown, a hallowed farewell to a country that honoured him as a hero. (And the Greeks know a thing or two about heroes.) Years later, after George’s memorial service at the Anglican church in Athens, I remember one old veteran of the Sacred Squadron telling me how George ‘had balls of steel’ and he made a gesture with his hands. ‘The bravest man I ever met,’ he said, tears in his eyes.


The Holy Mountain, as the Greeks think of Athos, is closer to Heaven than Earth. You leave for the mountain by ferry from a village called Ouranopolis: sky town. This is space travel.


Life in the monasteries, particularly during Lent when we were visiting, is austere, tough. Simple at the best of times, the food dwindles to meagre. Olives, bread, water. And the round of prayer is gruelling. In one monastery, George got into an argument with the abbot on the subject of Dostoevsky. George dared to express a preference for Tolstoy. The abbot stared at him, aghast. Balls of steel, George stood his ground. The abbot had no English, and George no Greek, so French was (literally) the lingua franca. In a rumbling bass from behind his beard, the abbot said, ‘Mais Dostoevsky, il est le plus profond.’ George shrugged, ‘Trop profond pour moi.’


Every morning at three o’clock we were woken by the resonant banging of the semandron, our call to liturgy, to prayer. In his eighties, impeccably turned out in a Campbell’s of Beauly cashmere cardigan, straight-backed and clean shaven, George would stand for three hours of worship in the candlelit katholikon. Clinging to the shadows, Johnny and I slumped against the misericords like scarecrows, and slept.


For Johnny, monastic life quickly palled. I remember him describing one of the more affluent monasteries as a gilded cage; the less well-off establishments, they were just cages.


Half-starved, Johnny would lead some of us on trips to the one taverna on the peninsula. We’d order spanakopita and Heinekens. ‘Brother Johnny’s Little Treats’, we called them, a little unfairly because we all appreciated those post-trapeza trips to the ‘pub’, walking an hour or more along steep, rough tracks in search of beer and food.


At silent mealtimes in the monasteries a bell would ring and you could sit. Another bell and you could begin eating. Then after a few minutes a third bell was the signal to stop eating and stand. I remember one meal – thin broth, a tasteless bean stew and a baklava. Knowing I didn’t have long between bells, I bypassed the unappetising savouries and went straight for the baklava. It was as delicious as it looked, dripping with honey. Johnny, however, politely ploughed his way through broth and beans, and was just coming to the baklava, first mouthful poised between plate and lip, when the bell rang and he had to drop his mouthful back on the plate.


Everyone stood, and during a closing prayer I signalled Johnny to drop his paper napkin over the baklava and surreptitiously pocket it for later. As the abbot began to march down the room, Johnny made his move, grabbed the baklava under the napkin. But it was honey-stuck fast to the thin metal plate underneath; he couldn’t pocket pudding and plate. Terrified, he dropped the lot. An awful clatter of metal on marble in the silence.


The abbot stopped, turned and gave Johnny the full Psalm 119 stare.


After that, he’d had enough. While I adored my time on the Holy Mountain, Johnny couldn’t wait to get away, fed up with the ritual and the rules. He yearned for freedom.


When the Pharisees declare to Jesus that they are Abraham’s children and have always been free ( John 8.33), they’re forgetting their own foundational story – liberation from slavery in Egypt. St Paul is playing on these ideas when he tells the Galatians to ‘Stand firm and do not be subject again to the yoke of slavery’ (Galatians 5.1). Johnny would agree with that. He certainly saw his time on Athos as ‘Egypt’, all the rules as a yoke of slavery. But for Paul, freedom is not simply the absence of constraint. He makes a radical further claim. ‘We are members of one another,’ (Ephesians 4.25), and ‘subject to one another’ (Ephesians 5.21). Freedom, as Christians understand the term, is not an unrestricted right to choose for ourselves, nor a set of individual liberties to be defended at all costs from the collective or the culture or the state. Or the abbot. No, Christian liberty is an expression of mutual interdependence. It is freedom in and through belonging to one another. Christians are subject to one another, members of one another as the body of Christ.


The truth is, I saw this freedom in Johnny’s loving commitment to his father. And in George’s growing reliance on his son.


There’s a sorry coda to the story of our trip to Mount Athos. Exuberant at having left the Holy Mountain, Johnny overdid it in the harbour bars of Thessaloniki on our first night of ‘freedom’. After a fracas in one particular establishment, he was carted away to the police cells to cool off.


Like Saints Paul and Silas in Philippi just a few miles down the road and a couple of millennia earlier, Johnny was banged up in northern Greece, somewhat unfairly. No miraculous freeing in the middle of the night for Johnny, as there was for the apostles (Acts 16.11–40). Instead, in the morning, an irate George had to go and bail his battered boy from jail. Trained under the Colonels, the Greek police are not the gentlest or most considerate hosts. Johnny bore the scars for weeks from the cable ties they used to bind his wrists.


.....


AFTER A FORTNIGHT IN BED, Emma turns a corner. She’s up, weak and coughing all the time, but able to sit in the sunshine; she’s even begun planting out seedlings from the greenhouse. And now that she’s able to join us for supper – more cauliflower curry – at the kitchen table, she’s noticing a ‘little’ problem to which I’ve been trying to turn a blind eye all the time she’s been in bed. There are mice everywhere. 


‘See what happens when I’m not around? What would you do if I’d died or was in intensive care?’ A bit melodramatic, I think, but the truth is, I know I’d have gone to pieces. To be honest, I was pretty much in pieces anyway. Just for the moment, I’m prepared to do anything she says.


This is an old house full of holes and gaps and cavities, a roof of wooden shingles and walls covered in ivy: we may as well hang up a ‘vacancies’ sign. ‘Overrun’ sounds biblical, but it’s the word Emma used. A state of emergency is declared.


‘Do you think we should get a cat?’ I ask.


‘With your allergies?’


And so I find myself scanning a selection of traps and poisons in the one hardware shop that has remained open in lockdown. Confronted by the array of lethal-looking devices, I begin to feel uneasy. Names like Jawz, Snappies and Tomcat, all advertising clean kills and easy disposal. This doesn’t seem right at all. In Leaves of Grass, Walt Whitman tells us ‘a mouse is miracle enough to stagger sextillions of infidels’. And here I am, plotting ways to break their miraculous little necks. I ask advice of the shopkeeper. He notices the dog collar, smiles. ‘What would St Francis do?’


I leave with an armful of expensive ‘humane’ traps, more sucker than saint. Emma is furious. But actually, these non-lethal traps have proved quite effective. Every morning I find mice scrabbling about in the little clear plastic boxes I’ve baited with peanut butter the night before. On my way to making food bank deliveries, or pastoral visits in parishioners’ gardens, I release the mice in a nearby field or copse. It feels illicit somehow. There’s a Cold War quality to these surreptitious ‘drops’.


And then I start to wonder, as I drive along, how humane are these traps really? I mean, what must it be like to be a mouse trapped inside a clear plastic box on the backseat of my Seat Ibiza? Frightening and disorientating, judging from their movements. Fair enough. But that’s not really an answer to my question; we have no way of knowing what it feels like to be frightened or disorientated as a mouse. I can imagine the confusion, the claustrophobia. But it’s my confusion, my sense of claustrophobia. (Actually, if you want to remind yourself what confusion and claustrophobia feel like, you could do a lot worse than just sit in a Seat Ibiza for five minutes.)


My point is, we only know what it’s like to be us; and we only know the world as it appears to us. Immanuel Kant (1724–1804) formalised this idea in The Critique of Pure Reason. It’s a simplistic reading, I’m sure, but I’ve always understood Kant’s transcendental aesthetic to mean, essentially, that human beings can only ever experience the world under conditions that are peculiar to human beings. Our desire to know what the world might look like from a mouse’s standpoint, or a Martian’s, or from no particular standpoint at all can never be satisfied. This is how Friedrich Nietzsche (1844–1900) puts it in The Joyous Science:




We cannot look around our own corner; it is hopeless curiosity to want to know what other forms of intellect and perspectives might exist.





I don’t think any curiosity is hopeless. Almost by definition, curiosity is hopeful. But I know what Nietzsche means. When I wonder how the mouse feels, I can only ever imagine in the palette of feelings available to me. The mousetrap brings man and mouse into unlikely communion on the back seat of my car, but it only serves to demonstrate how actual communion is impossible. We can’t step outside ourselves. In a way, we’re as trapped as the mouse, just on the other side of the clear plastic box.


Nietzsche’s thoughts on this matter, though revolutionary in 1882, were not remotely new and had thoroughly Christian credentials. Writing in the fourth century, bishop and theologian Gregory of Nyssa makes this perfectly Nietzschean (and Kantian) point in a sermon on Ecclesiastes:




The whole of creation is unable to stand outside of itself by means of an intuitive knowing grasp, but always remains within itself; and whatever it sees, it sees only itself, and if it believes it sees something beyond itself – well, it is not of its nature to see beyond itself.





In short, the whole of creation is a Perspex box. Does that make it a trap? Precisely not. Gregory’s thinking (and Nietzsche’s unintentionally) sheds light on the deep meaning of one of the most misunderstood and misused moments of scripture:




Then God said, ‘Let us make humankind in our image, according to our likeness’… So God created humankind in his image, in the image of God he created them.


Genesis 1.26–27





Forget the fancy words like ‘humankind’, ‘image’, ‘created’ for a moment, because it’s the ‘in’ that counts here. To be created in the image of God doesn’t mean we are like God. It means we live and move and have our being in the image of God. The image is our box, our context, our horizon. To be alive at all is to be in him. Does that feel like a trap?


Honestly? Yes, sometimes. We’re human, all too human. But it’s a trap like my hands around the butterflies were a trap, like these plastic boxes are a trap, like Athos is a trap: some traps are openings into a freedom we can’t even imagine.


I release the catch and open the lid, and then with a flick of the tail, the mouse leaps and disappears into the grass and is gone.


.....


IT’S WALKING SEASON. We’re in Rogationtide, the time of year when we steer a parallel course with our pagan ancestors and ask God’s blessing on our crops for a bountiful harvest. One of the ancient traditions associated with Rogation is the beating of the parish boundaries, circumnavigating the limits of our little patch of creation. So, yesterday afternoon, I walked for hours in the spring sunshine with Nick, a friend since our children were babies. I have photos of Joey with Nick’s twin daughters, Isla and Maisie, on their first morning at playgroup, and another of them in a paddling pool together, grinning toothlessly. And a few years later, Isla gave Joey his first Valentine’s: a CD of The Rise and Fall of Ziggy Stardust and the Spiders from Mars. Soul love, truly. 


Writing in the seventeenth century, George Herbert (1593–1633), the English poet and priest, called the beating of the bounds: ‘procession’. He acknowledges the custom’s pre-Christian roots but – ever practical – comes down in their favour, nonetheless, albeit after some judicious and paternalistic paring:




The Country Parson is a lover of old customs if they are good and harmless; and the rather, because country people are much addicted to them, so that to favour them therein is to win their hearts, and to oppose them therein is to deject them. If there be any ill in the custom that may be severed from the good, he pares the apple, and gives them the clean to feed on.





Herbert’s The Country Parson, from which the above is a quote, is his ‘how to’ manual for rural parish ministry. Easily weathering ill-conceived modern swipes, it is still a richly valuable and kindly companion. Chapter thirty-five is called ‘The Parson’s Condescending’. Let them get away with these ‘old customs’, Herbert is saying, so long as they’re harmless and you can win your parishioners round thereby. More cynical than condescending perhaps? But Herbert didn’t have a cynical bone in his body. And anyway, what’s wrong with condescension? It just means ‘descending with’. So, Herbert is only following Christ’s example and being with those he’s called to love and care for. The Incarnation is a cosmic condescension.


Walking with his parishioners, Herbert goes on to detail what it is about the practice of procession he thinks beneficial:




There are contained therein four manifest advantages: first, a blessing of God for the fruits of the field; secondly, justice in the preservation of bounds; thirdly, charity in loving walking and neighbourly accompanying one another, with reconciling of differences at that time, if there be any; fourthly, relieving the poor by a liberal distribution and largess, which at that time is, or ought to be used.





On our walk yesterday afternoon, Nick and I were blessed, surrounded by skylarks haunting the high ground, by clouds of may in the hedgerows, buttercups on the banks and bluebells through the woods. And we heard our first cuckoo.


Did we police the border, ensure the just preservation of boundaries? I’m currently unaware of any incursions from hostile neighbouring parishes, so this ‘manifest advantage’ we could safely set aside. But imagine places where the parish boundary is your house, your front room, your heart. Where practising your faith – whatever faith – is dangerous, disallowed, where worship is forbidden, blasphemy laws a bludgeon. That’s my rogation, my asking today: for religious tolerance.


Together, Nick and I certainly took joy in a ‘neighbourly accompanying of one another’ and there were no differences to be reconciled, only laughter and stories shared. He showed me a news item on his phone. Isla, is in Manchester studying for a psychology degree. She is one of the students penned into their accommodation and under police guard. If you peer closely enough, you can just see Isla in the background of some of the footage.


Nick’s laughing. But he misses her.


Separation, isolation has been painful for us all. I drove to see my parents on Saturday. No hugs or kisses, but presence. Actual physical presence, at last. ‘Absence breeds strangeness,’ Herbert writes further on in the same chapter, ‘but presence love.’
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