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Preface


This book tells the story of how I, a restless freethinking atheist with a love of science, found my way to an unfashionable but deeply rewarding, rational and resilient way of understanding the world that I discovered was called Christianity. It is not an autobiography, although biographical details are inevitably woven into my narrative of discovery and reflection. Nor is it a work of theology, although I touch on many theological issues. It is a story of the loss of my intellectual innocence in the face of a world that obstinately refused to conform to my preconceptions of what it ought to be like.


This short work is fundamentally an exploration of ideas, an account of intellectual journeys of discovery, in which I reflect on my growing awareness of the complexity of reality, the limits placed on our understanding of it, and their implications for my doomed youthful quest for a simple take on a complicated world. It involves my own shift from atheism to Christianity, set in the context of the cultural restlessness of the late 1960s, and my discovery of the exhilarating and rewarding discipline of theology while researching at Oxford University’s Department of Biochemistry. For those who know me best through my theology textbooks, this book explains how those came to be written.


Although my transition from atheism to Christianity is an important component of this story, it is not the only journey of discovery I made over the course of my life. Alongside this change in my religious views, I learned that an early expectation of certainty in relation to the big questions of life was unsustainable. All of us, whether atheists or religious believers, have to learn to live with uncertainty about those beliefs that we think really matter – such as the existence of God, the nature of the good, or the meaning of life. I had to learn to live in a world in which we cannot prove our core convictions. The images of darkness and shadows loom large in this narrative, precisely because it explores how we can live meaningfully and authentically in the midst of uncertainty and doubt. It can be done.


 


Alister McGrath


Oxford, February 2020










Part One


A Restless Freethinker: Discovering a New World
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A Curious Mind


I was ten years old. Captivated by the sheer beauty and vastness of the star-studded sky on cold and frosty Irish winter nights, I had built myself a little telescope to allow me to see it in greater detail. I pointed it towards the skies for the first time and peered through the eyepiece. Time seemed to stand still as the star-fields of the Milky Way suddenly came into focus; I was overwhelmed by what I could see. It seemed to me, if only for a moment, as though I were poised on the brink of something – like standing on a beach, catching a glimpse of the far distance. This was the moment I realised that I wanted to be a scientist, looking at and understanding the immensity of the world.


I wasn’t on my own here. Since the beginning of history people have been enthralled by the solemn stillness of the star-filled night sky, wondering what it meant. The ancient Greeks saw meaningful patterns in the stars, and named these constellations after their heroes, such as Orion the great hunter and Andromeda the doomed heroine. Others found that those bright jewels of light in the midst of the cosmic blackness evoked an unspeakable sense of longing for something that was as indefinable as it was unattainable.


As a child I knew that feeling as I gazed entranced and uncomprehendingly at the cold and beautiful brilliance of the stars. Looking through my telescope made me restless to explore, a restlessness increased by the seeming difficulty of uncovering the mysteries of the night sky. I was probably only eleven or twelve years old when I resolved to set out on an adventure to discover as much as I could about the universe. I had no idea where this might take me, but I had a deep sense it would be rewarding and satisfying.


So who am I? I was born in the city of Belfast into a medical family in January 1953, the year of the coronation of Queen Elizabeth II. My father had been a junior doctor and my mother a nurse at the city’s Royal Victoria Hospital. My mother was born in Lismore, a small Irish town in County Waterford. Its main landmark, Lismore Castle, stands on a steep hill, dominating both the town and the Blackwater valley below it. My grandfather had served in the British Army during the First World War, and had returned to Ireland after being wounded in combat. He married the nurse who tended him at a military dressing station near Dublin, and settled in Lismore. One of my clearest childhood memories is a large and rather beautiful oil painting of Lismore Castle, which hung in my grandparents’ drawing room in Belfast. I had always assumed this was a memento of their early life together; much later, I learned there was more to it than that.


My mother’s family was Protestant and found themselves caught up in the lingering sectarian conflict in Waterford arising from the aftermath of the Irish Civil War of the 1920s. They were given the option of voluntarily leaving their house in Lismore or being burned out. Finding themselves refugees from another of Europe’s now long-forgotten conflicts, they initially found shelter in Dublin, before finally relocating to the mainly Protestant north of Ireland, where they would be safe. I only learned the story of what happened in Lismore from my mother ten years before her death, when she and her brother decided to return and pay a last visit to the Eden from which they had been expelled.


By the time of my birth, my parents had moved to Downpatrick, the ancient and historic county town of County Down, where my father served as the county’s Medical Officer of Health. I was baptised in Down Cathedral, the town’s best-known landmark, famous as the traditional burial place of Patrick, patron saint of Ireland. One of my fondest childhood memories was sitting on a bench in the Cathedral’s grounds on late summer afternoons, looking to the south towards the purple-headed Mountains of Mourne across the lush green patchwork of undulating fields and meadows that C.S. Lewis so aptly called the ‘soft low hills of Down’.


I attended Down High School in Downpatrick, a short walk from the Cathedral. I seemed to have some natural aptitude for reading and mathematics, and found myself excelling at both without the inconvenience of having to work at them. The school’s motto was Floreat Dunum – Absque Labore Nihil (‘May Down flourish! Nothing without effort!’). I conveniently ignored the second element of this motto, which was so clearly contradicted by my own experience.


It didn’t take me long to work out that I was both clever and lazy, so could get away with the minimum of effort and virtually no homework. I was much happier playing with friends, exploring the ‘Mound of Down’ (a megalithic hillfort close to the school), or racing on my bicycle along nearby country lanes. Without really trying, I kept on winning school prizes in English and mathematics. Yet nature seems to balance things out. While I was good at some things, I was useless at others. For a start, I lacked physical coordination, and came to accept that I would never be any good at sport, art or playing music. My only real talent lay in the life of the mind.


When I was ten, our English literature teacher realised that he was going to finish his year’s teaching two weeks early. Rather than allow us to do our homework during his lessons, he told us that he was going to read aloud to us a book he thought we might like – Farmer Giles of Ham. None of us had ever heard of it. (Twenty years later, I became aware that this was an early work of J.R.R. Tolkien.) Mr Archer made himself comfortable on his desk, cleared his throat, and began to read. I – and, I afterwards discovered, most of those present – were entranced by the narrative. I discovered for the first time how my imagination could be taken captive, leading me as a willing prisoner into a world of which I knew nothing – save that I wanted to be part of it, and explore it. Archer ran out of time, so we never discovered how the book ended. 


On returning home after that final lesson, I began to explore the family bookshelves. There was no sign of Farmer Giles of Ham, but there were other titles that sounded promising, including The Coral Island, Treasure Island and Robinson Crusoe. Having devoured them, I looked for more, and stumbled across the detective novels of Agatha Christie, Dorothy L. Sayers and Margery Allingham. I had no idea that these three writers were leading representatives of the ‘Golden Age’ of British crime fiction during the 1930s; I simply fell in love with the genre, and went on to explore others – most notably, the Sherlock Holmes stories.


Detective fiction allowed me to indulge my emerging love of stories alongside my intuitive desire to try and make sense of things. I was invited to step into the fictional narrative, identifying the clues, and struggling to find their explanation. It was not irrational, yet it was somehow more than rational – almost like the construction of an imaginative vision of what had happened, discerning what lay beneath the surface of the narrative. When you grasped this deeper understanding, the original narrative was seen in a new way. I learned how to make sense of clues which in themselves proved nothing and pointed to many possibilities, but which cumulatively disclosed a wider picture – a single solution, a golden thread that held all the clues together in a deeply satisfying conclusion. I was hooked and began to read such novels and stories voraciously, relishing the different approaches to the genre I discovered.


My eyes were opened in another way about the same time too. I was becoming aware of the beauty and mystery of the natural world around me. During the early 1960s, we spent our annual family holiday in County Donegal, in the north-west of Ireland. I happily explored the shoreline and little pools of saltwater, clutching my copy of The Seashore for Boys and Girls (1954) to help me make sense of what I found. On good days we walked along the sands, taking in the salty smell of sea and seaweed, and watching the advancing lines of waves breaking gently on the beaches of the Silver Strand. (On bad days, we waited inside our car for the rain to stop, drinking endless cups of tea from a large Thermos flask as the windows misted up with condensing steam.) 


The country lanes and rivers of County Down provided what Wordsworth so aptly described as ‘fair seed-time’ for my soul, prompting me to love nature and long to know more about it. Our family home in Downpatrick was only a few minutes’ walk from the Quoile Pondage. My schoolfriends and I often played along the banks of the Quoile, seeing who could skim stones the farthest along its surface. Yet as I stooped down on the river’s edge one day to find a suitable pebble, I found my attention being diverted to what was in the water – to the silky green filaments of algae growing on stones beneath the surface. A few days later, I went down to the river’s edge on my own, and collected a small glass jar of water, trying to work out what was in it with a magnifying glass that my father used to peruse his collection of postage stamps of the British Commonwealth.


Shortly afterwards, a great-uncle who had retired as a pathologist at the Royal Victoria Hospital in Belfast gave me his old brass microscope, which he had bought while he was a medical student in the early 1900s. It was made by Ernst Leitz, a German specialist manufacturer of optical instruments that later achieved fame for its Leica cameras.1 It worked perfectly for my purposes, opening up a new living world invisible to the naked eye.


What fascinated me most, though, was the night sky. When walking home from school events on cold winter’s nights, I was often overwhelmed by the beauty of the starlit heavens above me. I learned the names of the constellations and the brighter stars, and began to read books on astronomy. It seemed so much more interesting than the rather dull science I was being taught at school.


Encouraged by my success with my great-uncle’s microscope, I made a small telescope out of some old camera lenses, and was astonished at the rich vistas even this crude instrument made possible. My parents bought me a proper telescope shortly afterwards, allowing me to observe the moons of Jupiter, the mountains of the moon, and the faint fuzzy patches of light that I later learned were galaxies far beyond our own. I soon realised the limits placed on my own unaided vision. I saw darkly; the telescope enabled me to see more clearly. The night sky was far richer and more beautiful than I had ever thought possible. It was like discovering a new world, one that had always been present, but that I had until this point lacked the necessary clarity of vision to see.


Yet I was becoming conscious of a massive disparity between my growing technical and factual knowledge of astronomy and the sense of wonder or awe that I experienced in beholding the solemn stillness of the starlit canopy above me. I mentioned this to one of my English teachers at school. ‘That’s why we need poetry!’, he declared, adding that science wasn’t any good at dealing with feelings or beauty. He did not persuade me that science was wrong; he did, however, make me open to the possibility that it was incomplete, failing to address something important, deep and significant within human nature.


I knew – or at least thought I knew – what he was getting at. It was astonishing that such a complex universe existed; yet it seemed equally astonishing – and very special – that I was here to observe it, to experience such a sense of wonder at its beauty and intricacy, and to think about what it all meant. But how could I weave such a strongly subjective, even emotional, response to nature into the detached and objective accounts of science that I was learning to value? In the end, I set such thoughts to one side. Perhaps they were a distraction, getting in the way of more important things.


The teaching staff at Down High School certainly thought so, and began to express concern that I was not focusing enough on my coursework. My performance in school examinations was not what it had been in the past. It was obvious to the school that I was too easily distracted and was not putting in the hours of dedicated study at home that would ensure a strong examination performance, and hence a place at university. My parents agreed with this judgement, while feeling it was only part of the picture. They began to suspect – rightly – that I was intellectually understimulated. My explorations in astronomy were not a symptom of an inability to concentrate on my coursework, but rather an indication of a desire to go into things more deeply than the limited resources available at Down High School allowed. It was a fine educational establishment, but could not offer the specialist teaching in the natural sciences that I craved. I needed a big change.


In the end, it was my mother who worked out a solution. She had been educated at the Methodist College, Belfast – a grammar school known to my mother and just about everyone else as ‘Methody’. The school – one of Ireland’s largest – had a strong reputation in teaching the natural sciences. It accepted a small number of students as boarders, living on the school premises during term, although they were free to go home at weekends. Ernest Walton, Ireland’s only Nobel Laureate at that time, had studied science at Methody as a boarder from 1915 to 1922, and gone on to share the Nobel Prize for Physics in 1951 for splitting the atom. In 1961 Stanley Worrall was appointed Headmaster, and presided over a significant expansion of the school’s teaching facilities in the natural sciences. Methody was the obvious choice for someone like me who loved the sciences. It would allow me to specialise in chemistry, physics and biology as individual subjects.


My mother’s solution, however, had two components: the first was designed to appeal to my love of science; the second was designed to break my crystallising habits of academic idleness before they overwhelmed me. Rather than travelling by bus daily between Downpatrick and south Belfast, I would be a boarder at Methody – and thus be required to do two hours supervised study every weekday evening during school term. This, my mother firmly believed, would help me overcome my complete lack of intellectual discipline.


My father was very happy with this possibility. Methody was across the street from Queen’s University Belfast, where he had studied medicine in the 1940s. It would, he remarked, make my own move to Queen’s much easier when the time came. Happily, however, I also had a say in this decision. I visited the school with my parents and was shown around its dormitories and science laboratories. As I walked around, meeting students and exploring the school’s buildings, I had a curious sense of standing on a threshold, having to make a decision that would shape the rest of my life. What my mother was proposing would give me more independence, force me to work harder, and allow me to immerse myself in the academic fields I had come to love. I struggled to find a downside.


‘So what do you think?’, my mother asked me as we drove home afterwards. I cannot remember quite how I answered her, but I know it was to this effect: ‘I think it will be good for me.’ It was.
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Science as Sense-Making


In September 1966, aged thirteen, I became a boarder at the Methodist College, Belfast, and settled into a new way of life. At that time, students at my stage spent two years studying a broad range of subjects at Ordinary Level, before moving into the sixth form to study a more restricted group of subjects at Advanced Level. Everyone was required to study English language, English literature, French and mathematics at O Level. Returning students at Methody had already decided what additional subjects they would take. As a new student, I had to make those decisions on the morning of my first day at school, so that my interests could be accommodated within the complex teaching timetable. I had a fifteen-minute meeting with my Form Master on my first day at school, who quizzed me about what I liked and what I thought I was good at. At the end of our discussion, he directed me to study additional mathematics, chemistry, physics and biology, and worked out my personal timetable with me. 


The boarding department at Methody imposed two requirements on its students. First, they would attend church on Sundays; second, they would spend every weekday evening following through what had been learned in class that day, and doing any required reading or writing projects. Church attendance seemed to me both tedious and pointless, although I could understand its role, given Methody’s history. Every Sunday, those of us who self-defined as being ‘Church of Ireland’ would walk up the Lisburn Road to St Thomas’ Church for its service of Morning Prayer. I passed my time idly flicking through the Prayer Book, wondering what anyone could possibly find interesting about its verbally obscure and intellectually impenetrable Creeds.


I initially resented having to spend two hours every evening working on textbooks, but quickly came to appreciate the merits of this regime. As my mother had suspected, enforced study cured my habits of idleness. To my own surprise, I found I was not merely coping with the academic work but was actually enjoying it, especially in exploring the abstract structures of pure mathematics. As far as I could see, there was no practical benefit to knowing that the square root of two was an irrational number; yet I could not fail to be impressed with the elegance of the mathematical proof of this fact.


To my parents’ surprise and alarm, I brought some school books home with me for the Christmas vacation, so that I could get ahead of my studies in preparation for the next term. I still read novels, of course, ransacking both my parents’ bookcases and the school library to find new material to explore, and dabbled in some popular philosophy – Pascal being a favourite, mainly because he could be brief and pithy, but partly because he was such a significant pure mathematician. Reading novels, however, was now a supplement to my studies, rather than an alternative to them. I found a deep satisfaction in the pursuit of ideas.


By the end of the first year, I was completely confident in mathematics and the sciences. In my second year at Methody, I was taught physics by Marian Walton, daughter of Ernest Walton. Although I loved physics, I found myself increasingly drawn towards chemistry. In my final year at Down High School, I had read Glenn T. Seaborg’s Elements of the Universe (1958) and was fascinated by his account of the discovery of individual elements, as well as the capacity of the human mind to make sense of their often puzzling behaviour.


The great Russian chemist Dmitri Mendeleev had developed a ‘Periodic Table of the Elements’ (1869), which came to symbolise for me the way in which it was possible to discern a deeper structure and order within the world around us. Mendeleev arranged the chemical elements according to their properties, and found they fell into tabular form. At points, he proposed undiscovered elements to account for gaps in the table, and predicted what their chemical properties might be – predictions that were subsequently confirmed. What I found fascinating was that the awesome complexity and diversity of the real world – both the one I saw around me, and the fuzzy distant galaxies I could see faintly through my telescope – all emerged from the same hundred or so basic components that are woven together in endless forms in the fabric of the cosmos. 


I found myself excited, sometimes even overwhelmed, by the ability of science to disclose the way our universe functioned, and the mysterious capacity of mathematics to represent these findings. Reading C.P. Snow’s first novel one weekend in Methody’s library reassured me that I was not alone here: Arthur Miles, its central character, tells of a physics lecturer at King’s College London explaining Mendeleev’s table of the elements in a manner that transformed the way in which he saw the world.


 


For the first time I saw a medley of haphazard facts fall into line and order. All the jumbles and recipes and hotchpotch of the inorganic chemistry of my boyhood seemed to fit into the scheme before my eyes – as though one were standing beside a jungle and it suddenly transformed itself into a Dutch garden. ‘But it’s true,’ I said to myself. ‘It’s very beautiful. And it’s true.’1


 


I didn’t understand Snow’s point about a ‘Dutch garden’, and had to consult an encyclopedia in the school library to find out that this referred to a formal organised garden, introduced into England in the seventeenth century by William of Orange. Snow saw this as a vivid way of visualising the order and structure that a successful theory brought to the sometimes chaotic ‘jungle’ of experience and observation. His words captured something that I had been trying to put into words for several months, with little success – the perception that scientific theories illuminate and organise the intellectual landscape. Such theories stripped away at least some of the masks and veils covering the surface of reality, allowing it to be seen for what it truly is.


Snow brought a growing precision to my still rather vague and unfocused thoughts about the virtues of theories in science. Shortly afterwards, I read Darwin’s Origin of Species, noting his emphasis on how his theory of natural selection allowed certain otherwise puzzling observations – such as the persistence of nipples in male mammals – to be seen as an integral part of a greater coherent picture of the world.  A good scientific theory allowed what might otherwise seem perplexing appear entirely reasonable, perhaps even predictable.


Although I could not match the verbal or imaginative brilliance of Snow, his comments offered me welcome intellectual reassurance that I had grasped at least something of what scientific theories were all about. A good theory enables us to see the coherence of reality, disclosing (not inventing) a fundamental interconnection of things which might otherwise be overlooked. It brings what seems to be a jungle into sharp focus, so that it appears as an ordered and elegant garden. But here was the point: if the theory is right, then our world is a garden, and not a jungle. The theory discloses order and elegance; it does not invent them, but rather gives the human mind a framework for perceiving them.


My study of chemistry helped me to see myself and the universe as made up of the same basic chemical elements. These were the building blocks of our cosmos, the letters in which its history was written and its nature disclosed. Yet while great literature is indeed written down in letters, the greatness of that literature does not lie in those characters printed on a page, but in the impact they have on their human readers as they grasp their significance and change the way they see themselves and the world. Knowing what I – and the universe – were made of did not even begin to answer my deeper questions about meaning and purpose.


I could hardly overlook the fact that scientific theories concerned our understanding of the fabric and functioning of the cosmos, not what they meant. They were morally and existentially agnostic – and rightly so. So did the inability of science to disclose values and meaning imply that people merely invented such notions, without any evidential basis? Or did this point to another angle of approach being required to disclose something that really was there, but did not show up on a scientific map of the cosmos? Did such ideas as ‘meaning’ simply slip through the net of the scientific method? Was science one tool among others, or the only reliable tool at our disposal? Was it a gateway to something richer, or was it complete in itself?


I found myself caught up in an internal struggle, with two very different ways of thinking competing for my loyalty. On the one hand was the view that science reveals a universe that we can understand, but that seemed to have no meaning. If this was so, it seemed that I had no option other than to face up to this bleak insight and get used to it. Only inadequate people needed to invent meaning as a way of coping with life. Strong people (among whom I somewhat immodestly numbered myself) were willing to embrace this absence of meaning boldly and defiantly, living without what Nietzsche described as ‘metaphysical comfort’.


On the other hand, I regularly found myself challenged by what I would now call ‘liminal experiences’. I often experienced a sense of standing on the threshold of some new world which beckoned to me, inviting me to enter even though it was not fully disclosed. A phrase from Pascal’s Pensées seemed to capture my dilemma: ‘the heart has its reasons’. My heart seemed to be drawn intuitively towards something that lay beyond my reason, as if it were a compass needle drawn to the magnetic north. But what should I make of these intuitions of my restless heart?


The first time I experienced this sense of standing on the brink of a world that was unknown to me was while I was reading a yellowed paperback edition of John Masters’ novel Coromandel! (1955) at home during a school vacation. The novel tells of a mysterious map that led its hero on a journey of discovery to distant and exotic realms, initially for riches but ultimately for meaning. Whether Masters intended this or not, it spoke to me of a world beyond the horizons of my experience, and the need to find a map that charted the way to finding my heart’s desire. If there was a road that led to that goal, I wanted to find it.


I also knew this feeling of awe and wonder from contemplating the solemn stillness of a star-studded night sky, which seemed to open my mind to grasping something deep and profound, even if this seemed to vanish like smoke when I tried to take hold of it. I found a perfect illustration of my situation in a woodcut, which I was told had been produced by some medieval artist, but which I later discovered dated from the late nineteenth century. It depicted someone rooted in the everyday world of experience being able to discern the deeper structures that lay behind it. I found it intriguing. Might nature be a gateway to a yet more wonderful world?
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Woodcut from Camille Flammarion’s L’Atmosphère: Météorologie Populaire (Paris, 1888).


I had similar experiences when reading novels such as The Coral Island, or while examining my father’s collection of postage stamps, which he began in the 1930s. The stamps bore the names of unknown realms that seemed to exude intrigue and mystery – Bermuda, the Cayman Islands and Fiji, for instance – and thus became windows to a wider and richer world beyond the realm of what I knew. I recognised the same sense of hovering tantalisingly on the brink of something unknown from looking at the night sky, and experiencing the silent and solemn beauty of the Pleiades in the constellation of Taurus. It was like looking through a dark window, seeing what lay beyond imperfectly – yet seeing enough to know there was something there worth pursuing. These experiences were important to me, making me receptive to deeper issues of meaning and value; yet I felt that they could not be given the same weight as scientific thinking. Science was objective; these experiences were decidedly subjective.


The more I understood about how our world functioned, though, the more pointless it seemed. The starlit heavens might indeed seem beautiful; they were, however, merely elegant symbols of cosmic meaninglessness and human insignificance. These thoughts, which I found simultaneously unsettling and exciting, were triggered especially by looking at a group of three stars at the centre of the constellation of Orion, a prominent feature of the Irish winter night sky. The textbooks I had read told me that those three stars – the ‘Belt of Orion’ – were so far removed from us that the light from the furthest took more than a thousand years to reach earth. I realised that I was seeing that star, not as it was, but as it had been, more than a millennium ago. Observing the night sky was, in effect, a form of time travel. Alongside that undeniably intriguing insight, however, I found myself struggling to come to terms with the apparent insignificance of human beings in terms of the timescale of the universe. Some words from Tennyson’s ‘The Brook’ seemed to express my feeling about this indifferent cosmos:


 


For men may come and men may go


But I go on for ever.


 


Initially, I saw the night sky simply as a thing of beauty and wonder, evoking awe on my part and creating a sense of longing to be initiated into its mysteries. This sense of wonder became a gateway for a desire to understand the universe – through reading, for example, Fred Hoyle’s Nature of the Universe (1960). I could not, however, see the point of the universe. It simply existed. Like Joseph Conrad, I came to see ‘dewy, clear, starry nights’ as crushing our pride ‘by the brilliant evidence of the awful loneliness, of the hopeless obscure insignificance of our globe lost in the splendid revelation of a glittering, soulless universe’.2  I was nevertheless resistant to the idea that the physical immensity of the universe eliminated our significance as human beings, not least because we are able to conceive and grasp that immensity, and reflect on its implications for our meaning and value. What if meaning was not located within the universe, but in my decision to create that meaning – to choose to see the universe in a certain way? I, someone who had emerged from the fabric of the universe, could comprehend something of its complexity. Surely that was significant – at least for me?


Having completely failed to resolve these questions, I decided to set them to one side while I concentrated on my O Level examinations in June 1968. It proved much easier to focus on irregular French verbs than what I was coming to see as unanswerable questions about the meaning of life. 


Later that summer, my mother drove me to Methody, where the examination results had been pasted on the windows of ground-floor classrooms, so that they were visible from the outside to our apprehensive eyes. My mother waited discreetly in the car while I, along with dozens of others, anxiously scanned the columns of print, wanting to find our names, yet not sure whether we really wanted to know the grades displayed alongside them.


I steeled myself; it was best to get this over as soon as possible. I discovered that I had passed English literature, English language and French with respectable grades. But more importantly, I realised with a sense of enormous relief that I would be able to enter the sixth form to specialise in mathematics and science. I had achieved top grades in every other paper.
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