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By Rob Parsons and Lloyd Parsons


What Every Kid Wished Their Parents Knew…


and Vice Versa!




BEFORE WE START …


Just before I wrote my first book somebody warned me that it was like giving birth – a strange mixture of pain and joy. They said the problem with publishers is that when you meet them, you want to know how your last baby is doing, but they want to know if you are pregnant! I have now given birth to five books, but, unlike in my real family, I have a favourite. Some of you may have read the Sixty Minute books on marriage and parenting. I loved writing those books and they are special to me. People from all walks of life, in multitudes of different situations, and with all shades of belief and non-belief, have written to say those books helped them; I am grateful for that. But it will not take you long to realise that this book is different. Here I share my deepest beliefs. Many of them have been carved out of times of pain and disappointment but each is precious to me.


I completely understand that your views may be different from mine, or you may have no religious beliefs at all, but here are the things that matter to me. I have told my two children that in the years to come, long after I am gone, if they ever forget what mattered most to their father they can find it in this book. Here is my heart. This is my favourite child.


So many people have helped me give birth. Thanks to Jonathan Booth, Lyndon Bowring, Charlie Colchester, Sheron Rice, Tom Beardshaw, Lisa Curtis, Kate Hancock, Dr R.T. Kendall, Louise Kendall, Elizabeth McCusker, Peter Mortimer, and Steve Williams. As ever, special thanks and love to Dianne, Katie, Lloyd and Ron.


But above all, thank you to my Sunday School teachers; the older I get the more I appreciate what you gave me. I am sorry that I got into trouble so often in class. To avoid getting into even more, I have changed your names – with the exception of Miss Williams!





INTRODUCTION



THE BOY WHO WENT TO
SUNDAY SCHOOL


I was four years old when Miss Williams called for me. My parents didn’t go to church but had enlisted me in the Sunday School of the church on the corner of our street. During my time there many teachers would look after me, but Miss Williams, who supervised the infants’ class, was the first.


Just recently that church celebrated its hundredth anniversary and the members invited me to say a few words at a Thanksgiving service. As I sat waiting to take part, my eyes gazed around the building. The old pews are long since gone and the large pulpit was taken down years ago, but so much was still the same and, as I allowed my mind to wander back down the years, the walls whispered their memories to me. Let me mention just two.


Sometimes our teacher would invite the class to tea on a Sunday. My mother used to start preparing me for that occasion on the previous Monday. We didn’t have a bathroom but the old tin bath would be dragged in from the garden, more times that week than in the previous month. As the moment drew closer she would try to put a small boy through the equivalent of a Swiss finishing school.


Finally the time would come – 4.15 on a Sunday afternoon. She would dampen my hair for the fifteenth time, thrust one of my father’s handkerchiefs into my pocket and pass on a final word of exhortation. I can quite understand that at such a moment there are a million things a mother might want to say to her son; after all, he was leaving home for two hours to have tea with the Sunday School teacher. It often seemed that the responsibility of a last piece of advice would fluster her, and it would normally come down to, ‘Remember, that if there’s just one sandwich left – leave it.’


Oh those teas! Marmite sandwiches, jelly, blancmange and cup cakes. A grace that seemed to never stop and a television, on that day at least, that never started. But I loved those times. My teacher was saying to me, ‘You are special. I care enough about you to invite you into my home – away from the varnished pews and the canvas-backed hymn books – into my private world.’


And then there was the Sunday School Outing. I can remember praying so hard the night before, that it would be fine. My young mind didn’t consider that ten thousand farmers may have been praying for rain. In any event what did the national wheat harvest matter when you put it up against the Sunday School Outing? It may be hard for a modern child to understand the wonder of that event. I confess, that as I look back, even I can’t quite remember why the prospect of running around a muddy field, and dining on a bun and a glass of milk held such excitement.


But then as I sat in church on that anniversary day a strange thing happened. Suddenly I was back in Sunday School. I saw in my mind’s eye not just Miss Williams but each of my old teachers in the clearest detail. Mr Clarke sat with a large black Bible on his lap and told me the story of David and Goliath; Mr Pendleton stared at me over the top of half-moon spectacles. He began, ‘It was in the days of Pharaoh …’ I would have worked my way through all ten teachers but just then a slide projector illuminated and the chairman began showing pictures of old Sunday school parties. And then suddenly there I was, aged seven. As I gazed at the child in the photograph I could not help but think, ‘He had no idea what lay ahead; no notion of the pain and joys that were to come.’ In truth, when I left Sunday School I had no idea that the learning process was only just beginning. There were things I couldn’t learn at Sunday School.


Bill Cosby once said, ‘You are more likely to remember your childhood than where you left your glasses.’ He’s right. I can still remember those lessons. But the reason they are so clear is that life itself has enforced them. I little knew, as Mr Clarke described a stone flying through the air, that one day as a man I would meet terrifying giants of my own. It was so for all my lessons.


*   *   *


When the anniversary service was over I walked down the aisle to make my way out. As I did so a silver-haired lady made her way to me and asked, ‘Do you remember me?’


‘Yes – of course!’ I said. To my eye she seemed to have changed so little since she collected me on that Sunday afternoon all those years ago.


Miss Williams, and those faithful teachers who came after her, taught me well. I’m sure there were moments when they despaired that anything of real worth was being achieved in the heart of the inattentive boy who tried to make the others laugh. But God took what those faithful men and women taught the child and added what they could not teach me. In this short book I have highlighted some of them. There are, of course, other lessons, not mentioned here, but each of those that follow has been significant for me and, not a few of them, life-changing.


Like me, you may have memories of Sunday School, and if so you will surely remember some of your lessons. We should not be deceived by them. It may be that they were taught simply, but these were not simple lessons; they were profound. If we can only rediscover their power it will change the kind of homes we have, the businesses we run and even the governments we live under. In short, these lessons have the power to make the world a better place: your world.


As we begin our time together let me say something to two groups of people. First to a man or woman who has lost a faith that was once so real to them. You didn’t intend to stop attending church but life became so busy, or perhaps somebody offended you one Sunday, or maybe you even experienced a life crisis that rocked your faith. As you read this little book, come back with me to your Sunday School days, back to being a child. Allow yourself a little time to consider how you lost what was so real to you all those years ago. The child you left behind can still teach you, still lead you, still stir again the flame of faith that has almost died in your heart. You can begin again. You can find afresh your first love.


And second, a word to every Sunday School teacher – especially those who may be finding it hard at the moment. Don’t lose heart! Especially don’t get discouraged as during the week you have the pressure of preparing those weekly lessons. Who knows how God will use that story? Remember, you are not moulding just a child, you are shaping a man, a woman. These kids will remember you forever.


I am now in my fifty-second year and yet with little effort I can imagine I am four years old again and Miss Williams is knocking on my door to take me to my first Sunday School. I hold her hand as we walk down the street together. Where is she leading this little boy, with new trousers, and slicked-down hair? She is leading him into the Bible – into the world of Peter who walked on water, and of the boy who brought his lunch to Jesus, and the world of the shepherd who became a giant killer. A new lesson every Sunday; a new Bible verse each week; a gold star for being good.


But Miss Williams and all those teachers who followed her did not only lead the child; they led the man. For the lessons they taught me all those years ago have borne fruit for almost half a century; I thank God with all my heart for every one of them.





CHAPTER ONE



THE KISS OF GOD


I once heard of a school teacher who at the beginning of every term used to send a letter home to the parents of the children in his class; it read, ‘If you promise not to believe everything your child tells you goes on at school, then I promise not to believe all he tells me goes on at home.’ It was a deal most parents were glad to sign in blood!


But, perhaps because we only saw them once a week, or, more likely, because they saw us only once a week, the relationship with our Sunday School teachers was so different to those we met at regular school. In truth most of them seemed like extra grandparents. To a child that hadn’t hit double figures they certainly seemed old, but they were usually kind, and above all they had that quality that small children love: they didn’t mind telling the same story over and over again.


And because they didn’t mind telling it, and because we didn’t mind listening, you could count on the fact that some week during a Sunday School term, we would sit enthralled and imagine that we were Joseph, the boy for whom the father made the special gift: the coat of many colours.


I was the youngest child in our family and so I knew what a privileged position Joseph was in. I have seen my older sisters sent to bed without supper because they wouldn’t let me win at Monopoly. I don’t feel proud of that now, but at the time it felt good; just about as good as to put on a coat that all your brothers wanted so badly they would kill for it.


Which of course is exactly what Joseph’s brothers did; or at least thought they did. I can still see my Sunday School class sat in a circle as Mr Jenkins told us of the pit that the brothers threw Joseph in, and the eldest brother who pleaded for his life, and then the wandering gypsies who bought the young boy.


It wasn’t hard to sympathise; there were bullies in my school who would have thrown you in a pit as soon as look at you, and even sold you to wandering travellers if they could have found any. But it was the sense of oneness with Joseph that made the last part of the story so delicious that we made Mr Jenkins tell it slowly: Joseph is second in command of the whole of Egypt, and his brothers come to him to plead for food; but they don’t recognise him. It was as if every bully in our neighbourhood was lined up in front of us pleading for mercy except we were in disguise and they didn’t know that we were the scrawny kid they beat up in the school-yard last Monday morning.


But then, just as Joseph has his bullying brothers where he wants them; just at the moment when he could crush them utterly, just as he has them at the place where he could wreak vengeance for all the sorrow they had been responsible for – the life in a strange country, the trumped-up rape charge, and the years in prison – he forgives them. He doesn’t even just forgive them; he makes it easier for them to forgive themselves and says, ‘God meant it for good.’


I remember discussing it on the way home from Sunday School. ‘I wouldn’t have given them anything to eat; I’d have dug the deepest pit in the whole world, and left them in it for fifty years, and then found the meanest wandering travellers and sold them all into slavery until they were dead.’ Mr Jenkins’ class wasn’t too high on mercy in those days.


When I became a man I discovered that this wasn’t a childish emotion but a human one. The desire to get revenge on your enemies is very old and very deep. But I remember with frightening clarity the day when men and women hurt me more than I thought possible and it dawned on me that the story I had heard from my Sunday School teacher’s lips all those years ago wasn’t just an ancient tale. I was really meant to do it. I was meant to do the unthinkable. I was meant to forgive them.


[image: image]


Gordon Wilson held his daughter Marie in his arms as she died. The place was Enniskillen in Northern Ireland; the bomb had gone off on Remembrance Sunday as hundreds of people stood to remember those who had laid down their lives in the service of their country. The next day a single word was being telephoned, faxed, copied around the news agencies of the world. That single word became the headline of newspapers across the United Kingdom; the man was interviewed on national television; such was its impact that the Queen referred to it in her Christmas broadcast that year; – the word was forgiveness. Gordon Wilson said that he forgave those who had killed his child. Not everybody agreed – there were not a few who said that to forgive like that was wrong – but whatever you believed, there was no doubt that we were witnessing something unusual, something almost from another world. Some said – almost Godlike.


Just recently I shared with a close friend a situation I felt I had handled badly. I had put it right as far as I could, but it still weighed heavily on me. When we finished talking I asked him to pray for me. I can’t remember all of his prayer but one short phrase touched my heart. He said, ‘Lord you have forgiven him. Help him to let go of it; it’s in the past’.


‘In the past’ – just a common phrase and yet in those circumstances full of power. What my friend meant when he prayed with me that day is that ultimately what I did wrong I did against God and he has forgiven me. We sometimes hear people say, ‘Oh, I have forgiven him but things can never be the same between us again.’ But that is not how God forgives. Imagine you are a child again; you have hurt your father. He deals with you sternly and then, seeing your tears and knowing how sorry you are, he draws you to him. You cannot stop crying and you see his brow furrow as he searches for a way to tell you it is alright between you now. Then suddenly he leaves the room, but he is only gone a moment and when he returns he has in his hand a globe of the world. And then he kneels, looks you in the eye and says, ‘Do you know how far the East is from the West? See, here is the West …’ Then his finger slowly moves around the circumference of the earth: you pass cities, countries, oceans, continents. Finally his finger stops, ‘… and here is the East. That is how far away I have put in my mind and heart what you did.1 It is in the past; you and I must forget it now.’


One of the most powerful illustrations of that situation occurs in Dr Luke’s record of the life of Christ.2 Jesus is at a party held by a religious leader. In those days it was common courtesy to wash the feet of the guests, to give a kiss of welcome, and put a little oil on the head. Simon the Pharisee does none of these for the young teacher – it was a calculated insult. Somehow a woman, probably a prostitute, gets into the party. She is somebody whose life has been changed by Jesus and she begins to put right the insults to the man who had revolutionised her life. When the host sees this, he says to himself, ‘This man is no prophet – if he was, he would know who she is and he wouldn’t let her touch him.’


And it was at that moment that Jesus told his host a story. It concerned two men who owed sums to a money-lender. One owed a great deal of money and the other a much smaller amount. Neither could pay and the money-lender forgave them both the debts. When he had finished the story Jesus turned to his host, ‘Now, Simon, which of them will love him more?’


The Pharisee was not a stupid man. ‘I suppose the one who had the bigger debt cancelled.’


‘You have judged correctly,’ Jesus said.


When he looked back on what occurred next, Simon couldn’t quite remember how it had happened. One moment he was answering an irritating question from the young carpenter, the next he was reeling as he realised this man was reading his very thoughts.


‘Simon, do you see this woman? When I came into your house you did not give me any water for my feet, but she wet them with her tears and dried them with her hair. You did not kiss me, but she has not stopped kissing my feet. You did not put oil on my head but she has poured perfume on my feet. And Simon, she loves much, because she has been forgiven much. But he who has been forgiven little loves little.’


And then he turned to the woman and said words to her that nobody who heard them that day ever forgot. Simon remembered until he died the uproar they caused in his party; the guests remembered screaming at the carpenter, ‘Only God can say those words!’


And every time the woman passed that familiar street corner, or saw a man’s face that reminded her of the past, the words came back to her. He said, ‘I forgive you.’


I once saw a circus elephant tethered to a post with a thin piece of string. With a flick of its leg it could have easily torn the string and post from the ground but it didn’t. And that is so because when the animal was young, the rope was attached to a chain which was wrapped around a post sunk deep into the ground. The young elephant tried hard to get free, but the rope never gave and it bit into him with every pull. And then one day the trainer removed the rope and chain and tied the elephant with string attached to a small stake in the ground. The elephant looked at it; it seemed so fragile. But then old memories came flooding back. He believed that if he pulled the string, the pain would come. He decided he could not be free, and he would never try again.


Many of us live our lives tethered to the past, but Christ has died for us and we should be free. When we accept forgiveness through his death the ancient hold is broken. To live tied to the past is to live in a prison; it is to live carrying a weight on one’s back; it is to sit like a bird in a cage gazing at blue skies through an open door.


In Pilgrim’s Progress John Bunyan put it like this:


He ran thus till he came at a place somewhat ascending, and upon that place stood a Cross, and a little below, in the bottom, a Sepulchre. So I saw in my dream, that just as Christian came up with the Cross, his burden loosed from off his shoulders, and fell from off his back; and began to tumble. And continued to do, till it came to the mouth of the Sepulchre, where it fell in, and I saw it no more.3


The parable of the prodigal son4 has been called ‘the greatest short story ever written’. It is captivating in so many ways but, for me, the heart of it, is the surprise. The boy gets to a stage where he knows he has made a dreadful mistake. The Jewish audience must have recoiled in horror as Jesus told how the son ended up in a pigsty. And he decides to make for home, but not as a son – he believes his days as a son are gone. He decides to ask for a job as a servant, and prepares a speech along those lines in preparation for the day he’ll meet his father again.
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