

        

            

                

            

        


    





Rob Parsons is the bestselling author of THE SIXTY MINUTE GRANDPARENT, TEENAGERS! and THE SIXTY MINUTE FATHER. He speaks internationally on family issues and is the Executive Chairman of Care for the Family, a charity committed to strengthening family life and helping others who are hurting due to family breakdown.


 


Care for the Family, launched by Rob in 1988, is a registered charity and its work is motivated by Christian compassion. The resources and support it provides are available to everyone, of any faith or none.


 


Rob lives in Cardiff with his wife Dianne. They have two adult children and four grandchildren.
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To the memory of Julie McQuoid, an incredible wife, mother, daughter and friend. She truly was – and is – an inspiration.
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Let me introduce you


 


Rob Parsons is the consummate communicator – writing books, speaking on the radio and TV, and addressing over a million people at live events throughout the world. Many of his stories may be familiar to you, as they are to me and my colleagues at Care for the Family, the charity Rob founded in 1988. The incredible thing is that we never tire of hearing these anecdotes amassed from his personal experiences and those of so many people from around the world.


As Care for the Family celebrates its thirtieth anniversary, we thought it was the perfect time to ask Rob if he would let us pick some of our favourite stories for him to tell once again in this book. After a hectic time scouring books, zapping back and forth through DVDs, and unearthing half-forgotten articles, we’ve put together a wonderful collection. I have had the privilege of working with Rob for over twenty-five years, and I’m thrilled that he agreed to this special project.


Prepare for some laughter and tears, and get ready to be challenged and encouraged as you spend a little time with Rob, the storyteller.


Sheron Rice


Senior Editor at Care for the Family










Around a fire


 


A couple of years ago, some friends bought us a fire pit. I’m sure you’ve seen one: a large metal dish on a stand that you fill with wood and charcoal to enjoy an open fire outside.


On an early September evening last year, we lit the fire pit in our garden and sat huddled around it with some friends. We caught up on news from each other’s lives, but mostly just told stories from the past. As those recollections came tumbling out, they were both sad and full of joy. At one moment, we were sombre as we remembered a good friend no longer with us, and the next we were laughing so loudly that I half-feared the neighbours would call the police.


After a while, it started to get a little chilly, so I went indoors to get some blankets. We wrapped them around our shoulders and carried on with our conversation, but as the evening lengthened, people began to shiver. I said to Dianne, ‘What on earth are we all doing sitting around this little fire draped in blankets when we’ve got a perfectly good house back there with central heating?’


We all laughed out loud at the apparent foolishness of it, but I say ‘apparent’ because deep down we knew it wasn’t foolish at all. From the beginning of time, fire has been important to community, and when we gather around one, even in our technological age, we capture something of a sense of oneness. But another element was part of that September evening together – an element as old as fire itself: stories. As we hunched around the flames remembering old times, good times, sad times, and above all, people we’d known and loved, we were drawn together in an almost mystical way.


I think Henri Nouwen must have been trying to explain that phenomenon when he wrote:


 


The word is always a word for others. Words need to be heard. When we give words to what we are living, these words need to be received and responded to. A speaker needs a listener. A writer needs a reader.


When the flesh – the lived human experience – becomes word, community can develop. When we say, ‘Let me tell you what we saw. Come and listen to what we did. Sit down and let me explain to you what happened to us. Wait until you hear whom we met’, we call people together and make our lives into lives for others. The word brings us together and calls us into community.


 


I have never lost my wonder at the power of what Nouwen called ‘the word’ in a simple story. Through all of time and in all kinds of civilisations and cultures, stories have been shared by paupers and kings, with children and the aged, with those who are happy in life and those low in spirit. They are the way we learn to understand the world around us – expressing emotion, passing on wisdom, and bringing people together. Stories and parables explain some of the most complex truths in life.


Let Me Tell You a Story is the culmination of a lifetime of telling stories, and I do hope you enjoy them. Sometimes I have given a word of explanation as to why the story caught my attention, or why I wrote it, but often I have let them speak for themselves. As my mind goes back over the years, I can picture myself looking out into a darkened auditorium and hearing the laughter or feeling the emotion as something I’ve shared resonates in someone’s heart.


Henri Nouwen is right when he says that ‘a speaker needs a listener’, so Let Me Tell You a Story is, in some ways, my expression of gratitude to all of you who have listened to my stories over the years. I have loved telling them to you. Thank you for that privilege.










The first time I told this story, I could tell it was very special. From the moment the opening sentence left my lips, I sensed a resonance throughout the audience, and that is still true when I tell it today. I think it’s because the truth in this story is not limited to a moment or a place in time: universally, people want to know that genuine love can rise above the fleeting fragility of appearances, to know that love can be anchored in memories, perseverance and commitment. It’s my favourite love story.










My favourite love story
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John Blandford was in a library in New York just before the outbreak of the last world war. He was flicking through the pages of a book and in the margin he saw some notes in what looked like a woman’s handwriting. Sure enough, when he turned to the flyleaf there was a woman’s name and address: Hollis Meynell.


John was intrigued by what she’d written and so he wrote to Hollis Meynell. She wrote back, and then he was called to the war in Europe. But they continued to correspond and after a few months he found that he was getting attracted to Hollis, so when he next wrote he said, ‘Please would you send me a photograph. I’d like to see what you look like.’


‘No, no,’ she said. ‘If you really care for me, it shouldn’t matter what I look like.’


Well, he found that rather hard, but they kept writing. After six months or so it seemed that she had some affection for him and that gave him the courage to ask the question again, ‘Would you send me a photograph?’


‘No, no,’ she said. ‘If you really care for me, it shouldn’t matter what I look like.’


After eleven months, John was due for his first furlough and he wrote to Hollis saying, ‘I’m coming home at Christmas. Will you meet me?’


She said, ‘I will – 6.00 p.m. on Christmas Eve at Grand Central Station, New York.’


‘How will I recognise you?’ he asked.


She wrote back, ‘I’ll wear a red rose in my right lapel. And how will I recognise you?’


He said, ‘Well, I’ll be in my uniform, but I tell you what: I’ll hold the book you wrote the notes in high above my head.’


Well, imagine it. He is quite in love with this woman he has never seen. Let John Blandford take up the story:


 


Finally, the day came. I walk into Grand Central Station. There are hundreds of people milling around, I am searching for this woman who has captured my heart, and suddenly, out of the crowd steps a young woman. She has long fair hair and is dressed in green. It seemed as if springtime was bursting out of her. I was captivated – so captivated I omitted to notice that she was not wearing a rose. She smiled at me, she jiggled her hips, and as she walked by she looked back and said, ‘Going my way, soldier?’


I was about to follow her but suddenly, out of the corner of my eye, I saw the woman wearing the rose. She was older – much older – than I had thought she would be. She had a little knitted hat on to keep out the cold and a long brown overcoat that made its way down to sensible flat brown shoes. She wore little round glasses and carried a silver-tipped cane.


I desperately wanted to go after the young woman in green but then I thought, ‘No, this lady has sustained me through the long months of the war. This won’t be romance, but it might be something deeper.’ I did not hesitate. I walked up to the woman with the rose and said, ‘My name is John Blandford; you must be Hollis Meynell. Could I take you to dinner?’


The elderly lady half smiled, half scowled. ‘Young man,’ she said, ‘I have no idea what all this is about, but the young woman in green who just went by begged me to wear this rose. And she said that if you were to invite me to dinner she’ll be waiting for you in the big restaurant across the road. Apparently, young man, it was some kind of test.’1


 


As I think back on that story I realise that Hollis Meynell was bright – very bright. She knew that one day even her great looks would fade. She was looking for a man who could, at least at some level, love unconditionally. But this is not just Hollis’s quest; it is the great search of all our hearts as human beings. We know the world will love us if we are attractive and successful, but whether we are or not, is there anybody who will love us – anyway?










We all have dreams. Some of us have seen a dream fulfilled, others have seen a hope dashed. But what of those whose fear of failure has kept them from even beginning – attempting – their dream?










Dreams and fears
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On a trip to the Middle East, I spent a few minutes watching a camel owner offering rides to tourists. Giggling teenagers bounced along, ageing bodies held grimly on to the reins, and to the delight of the watching crowd, one super-cool thirty-something went flying over the beast’s head! But my main memory is of a small boy. He could have been no more than five years old. A little earlier, his father had led him and his older sister over to see the camel at close quarters. The animal towered above them, occasionally showing teeth that made the wolf in Red Riding Hood look positively gummy. The worldly-wise sibling, who was all of ten, had confidently stroked the camel, while her brother poked a hand out nervously towards it from behind his father’s back.


Now it was the big moment, and he and his sister had the chance to ride the camel. The boy watched wide-eyed as his sister was lifted onto its back. As she began her short journey, he ran out from behind his father and waved at his sister, laughing loudly. He was totally captivated, enjoying every moment, but then, as the camel turned to come back, I could see his small face change as an awful reality dawned on him: it was his turn next.


He ran straight back behind his father and no amount of cajoling from either father or camel owner would get him anywhere near the animal. Finally, the dad gave up, paid for his daughter’s ride, took both children’s hands and started off down the street. And it was when they had gone ten metres that I saw something that moved me greatly: the small boy stopped, turned, looked wistfully back at the camel and then continued down the road. That look conveyed what he couldn’t say: ‘I desperately want to try . . . but I just can’t.’


I have seen that look so often in the eyes of not children, but adults. I have sometimes felt it in my own spirit. It is a look that gazes at an opportunity, that caresses a dream, that imagines a relationship – but is paralysed by fear.


There’s an incredible poster of Taylor Knox, a surfer, in front of a huge wave (over fifty feet high!) at Todos Santos in Mexico. Underneath are the words, ‘What if your fears and dreams existed in the same place?’ I think that by nature I can be a fearful person and especially, perhaps, allow the fear of failure to hold me back.


Theodore Roosevelt put it like this:


 


It is not the critic who counts . . . The credit belongs to the man who is actually in the arena, whose face is marred by dust and sweat and blood . . . who at the best knows in the end the triumph of high achievement, and who at the worst, if he fails, at least fails while daring greatly, so that his place shall never be with those cold and timid souls who know neither victory nor defeat.


 


As I think of these things, I imagine a small boy suddenly stopping in a dusty street and turning to yell at an old man leading a camel: ‘Hey, mister! I’ve changed my mind!’










When I was a boy, there wasn’t a great deal of money in our home. My mother wasn’t academic; she could read and write but not a great deal more than that. However, she was good with money. She had to be! I wrote the following story based on what I saw my mother do when I was a child. When I went into the world of business, I found that people often despised unsophisticated money strategies like hers, yet many multi-national companies could have been saved from disaster by understanding the simple principles that my mother adopted.










The wonder of cash
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Herbert lived in a small village. He worked as a farmhand and every week the farmer gave him £200 in wages. When he brought his money home each Friday, Herbert and Alice, his wife, would spread the money out on the table in piles of £10 notes and then they would begin to plan how they would spend it. Alice had never passed an examination; nevertheless, she was very good with money and she used what she called her cup bank. Every week she put different-coloured cups on the table, each one carefully labelled.


First, she would put £80 in the cup marked ‘Rent’. The collector called every Saturday morning and he had never been disappointed. Next, she put £60 in the cup marked ‘Food’. There were cups for ‘Gas’, ‘Electricity’, ‘Clothes’, ‘Insurance’, ‘Holidays’, ‘Council Tax’ and a few others. When bills had to be paid monthly or even yearly, Alice would work out how much they needed to put in the cup each week so that there would be enough in it by the time the payment was due. And finally, Alice would put whatever was left in the ‘Savings’ cup. There was rarely more than £20 spare to put in there. Some weeks she found there was more money than she needed in one of the cups, and when that happened she put it into her ‘Rainy Day’ teapot, where it built up over the years.


It is true that Herbert and Alice had few luxuries, but if you had asked them whether they were poor, they would have smiled and said, ‘Of course, not. We have a warm house, plenty of food, holidays, and we save a little.’ And then they would have added, ‘We don’t have any debts.’


One day, their next-door neighbour, Clarence, called in to see them. He was a foreman on a nearby farm and earned twice as much as Herbert. When he called, they were dividing Herbert’s wages up as they did every week, the cups lined up across the kitchen table. Clarence asked what was happening and when they told him he laughed out loud.


‘You’re so unsophisticated,’ he exclaimed. ‘And foolish! You shouldn’t leave your precious money in those silly cups – it ought to be in a bank earning interest.’


Herbert felt stung that he and Alice had been so foolish. ‘How much interest does your money earn, Clarence?’ he asked.


‘Two per cent!’ Clarence replied proudly.


The next day Herbert met Clarence in the street and asked if he would help him look after his money in a better way. ‘Delighted!’ said Clarence. ‘Meet me in the pub on Tuesday night!’


‘But don’t tell Alice,’ Herbert urged.


‘Mum’s the word!’ shouted Clarence, tapping his nose.


Herbert sat wide-eyed as Clarence explained what sophisticated people did with their money. He felt embarrassed that he had let Alice, who obviously didn’t have a clue about finance, look after their affairs. Clarence told him that clever people put all their money in a bank and then, instead of cash, the bank gave them a piece of plastic to use. It was practically magic. All the shops seemed to prefer it to cash, but if you ever needed any readies you could put the plastic in a hole in the wall and real money would come out. The bank paid you interest on any money you didn’t use and it just built up and up.
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