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			Sowing in the sunshine, sowing in the shadows,

			Fearing neither clouds nor winter’s chilling breeze,

			By and by the harvest and the labour ended,

			We shall come rejoicing, bringing in the sheaves.

			 

			Knowles Shaw, 1874

		

	
		
			 

			FOREWORD

			I’m sitting at my desk in my study looking at the hypericum crowding in at the window. Rose of Sharon, as it is known, an indefatigable bloomer, twice a year, but not now in the early spring. I think of the passage from Song of Songs in which the bride is compared with its bloom. It cannot be what we call Rose of Sharon, I think, or the lover would be quite the wrong colour and cast with a sickly hue, so I decide to Google it. Suddenly there’s a commotion and I see a long-tailed tit has arrived, perching right in front of me. Perhaps the pane of glass between us makes me invisible, but then the phone rings and I move and he flies away. Someone has called to tell me a parishioner, long unwell, is dying and would I go to see him.

			I take the necessary kit – a stole and an oil stock and a prayer book – and when I get there he’s with a nurse. I ask how he is and she says comfortable, but on a morphine driver which delivers a regular dose to anaesthetise him from the pain, which I can see is taking its toll, and he is in and out of lucidity. She leaves, and I talk to him but I am not sure if he understands much or anything of what I say. I anoint him with holy oil and he seems to respond to that, to stir a little, so I sit beside him and read to him from the Psalms, which I know he prefers in the Book of Common Prayer version. ‘I will lift up mine eyes unto the hills from whence cometh my help.’ After a while he seems to wake almost, and taking this as encouragement I carry on through the Songs of Ascents, as they are known, until we reach the great Psalm 130, De Profundis: ‘Out of the deep have I called unto thee, O Lord; Lord, hear my voice.’ He stirs again and tries, I think, to say something, so I pull my chair closer. He looks at me and with a great effort says, ‘Shut up, you stupid twat.’

		

	
		
			 

			PETERTIDE

			[image: motif-chapter.tiff] 

			In my church, St Mary the Virgin, Finedon, Northamptonshire, I look towards the altar and to our great east window. It is a Victorian effort to recreate the glory of Medieval stained glass, smashed up by the reformers in the seventeenth century, reimagined by the High Church revival two hundred years later. It shows the Ascension – I don’t know why, in a church dedicated to the Virgin Mary and which celebrates its patronal festival on the Feast of the Holy Cross – that episode when after the Resurrection Jesus goes with his disciples (eleven, not twelve, since the departure of Judas) to Bethany and there he ascends to heaven. The figure of Jesus rising appears in the centre, hand raised in a posture of blessing, while beneath his feet the disciples watch as he passes through the ranks of angels and archangels, past John the Baptist and the Old Testament priest Aaron, swinging his smoky censer, Joshua the warrior with spear and shield, and David the king playing his harp, past Moses with the Ten Commandments, and Elijah the prophet, towards the Godhead. The latter is clumsily indicated by a cross from whose arms hang the Greek letters alpha and omega, the beginning and the end, and just beneath it, squashed in its individual pane, is the Holy Spirit in the form of a dove – the only things descending in this window of ascents.

			‘I will not leave you alone,’ Jesus says, but you cannot help wondering if the disciples are entirely reassured by this. Peter stands directly beneath him, identifiable by the two keys he holds, to unlock the doors to salvation or damnation. He looks tense, straining, unable to follow; Peter, appointed by Jesus, not without irony, as the rock on which he will build the Church; Peter, the pattern of all those called to Christ’s ministry; Peter, who is recalled too in a window in the south wall of the chancel – installed in memory of one of my predecessors, Canon Paul, who was vicar for sixty-one years, following his father, between them notching up one hundred and one years in the office I now occupy. ‘Feed my sheep’ runs the text beneath a pane showing a priest baptising a baby in the font which stands by the south door of the church, in which I too baptise babies nearly a thousand years after a nameless predecessor did the same. Feed my sheep, says Jesus to Peter and to all who have followed him as pastors and shepherds.

			Peter, in whose season of Petertide ordinations by tradition take place. For the newly ordained, taking our first steps – and for the communities we serve, no less unsure – it is the honeymoon. Ordination is for most of us a two-fold process: first deacon, then priest.

			When I was made a deacon I was given the title ‘the Reverend’, put in a dog collar, and set to work in a parish under the supervision of my training incumbent, Fr Robin Whitehead, Team Rector of St Botolph, Boston, the biggest parish church in England, depending on how you measure it. Training incumbents are charged with ensuring their curates are fit for purpose, both in general terms – settling into the day-to-day life of a parish – and in the specifics of the duties of deacons and priests.

			My first public appearance was at the early Holy Communion on Sunday; unable to fly solo yet, but assisting the priest in the deacon’s traditional role. I stood on his right at the altar and sat on his right to the side, and had small but precisely defined things to do: elevate the chalice, announce the exchange of a sign of peace, and at the end pronounce the dismissal. The deacon’s most important job in the Communion service is to read the Gospel, the passage from the stories of Christ’s life recorded in the accounts we know as Matthew’s, Mark’s, Luke’s and John’s. This is done formally, with ceremony, with processions and puffs of incense and singing. Presented thus, the familiar words sound fresh again; sometimes it is like hearing them for the first time, a drama enacted in speech at the centre of the gathered community.

			As I was reading there was an unaccustomed shout at the back of the aisles, slightly strangled with embarrassment, for shouting is not much done in church. Someone had snatched a handbag and made a dash for the north door, but had been caught by a sidesman and wrestled to the ground. The service must go on and the priest signalled for me to finish the Gospel and ascend the pulpit to preach. Let us not shirk our duty to the poor and the marginalised, I intoned, as the cops came and took away the poor marginalised person who nicked the handbag and handed him over to the jailer.

			I went to the police station after the service and asked if I could see the person they arrested, to ask if he was OK, but he didn’t want to see me.

			 

			In the summer of 1374 one of the worst outbreaks of dancing mania of the Middle Ages took place. Known also as St Vitus’s Dance or St John’s Dance, it is a very peculiar condition which produces in those it afflicts an irresistible impulse to dance. This particular outbreak began in Aachen, Germany, and soon spread to neighbouring villages and towns. People appeared in the streets, dancing maniacally, jumping, and hopping, screaming, laughing and crying. They danced without ceasing, hyperventilating, falling into fits, and hallucinating, some even suffering broken ribs before eventually dropping down dead of exhaustion. Others appeared dressed in garlands of flowers, or undressed, some made obscene gestures, others coupled in the street. The mania spread to Cologne, to Metz, Strasbourg, to Flanders and Utrecht, where it was observed some participants evidenced a violent dislike of pointy shoes and a dread of the colour red. The authorities responded by exorcising the afflicted, by playing soothing music to calm them down, and by praying to St Vitus, whose intercession was believed to be particularly efficacious in these cases. Nevertheless, it spread to Luxembourg and even as far as Italy before abating; but it recurred in 1375, 1381, 1418 and 1428, when a group of normally rather staid Swiss ladies danced themselves to death in Zurich. There are a number of explanations, including mass hallucinations due to ergot poisoning, ‘shared stress’ caused by plagues and floods, misunderstood quasi-religious devotion, or just playing the giddy goat. In my view, based on experience, aspects of it recurred in the rave culture of the eighties and nineties, including the hallucinatory effects of psychoactive agents, copycat cultural contagion, and chill tracks played at going-home time.

			 

			I was licensed and installed as Vicar of Finedon just in time for Holy Week 2011. Canon Beaumont, my predecessor but one, was there, walking around courteously, trying not to look like the incumbent (I couldn’t help but notice). He was vicar for twenty-six years; a mere flash in the pan compared with the Pauls. Tradition has it that the number of rings the new incumbent gives on the bell, signifying arrival, will be the number of years served. I carefully pulled sixteen times, which should take me to retirement.

			My friend Martin Henry, who played an important part in me getting this far, had come down from Scotland for the service. Afterwards, he held court at the back of church, surrounded by an admiring crowd of my new parishioners. ‘Does he drink?’ they asked him, meaning me. ‘Yes, he does,’ he replied, ‘whisky – lots of it.’

			My father sat in his wheelchair, slumped in it, dropping his service paper, which was courteously returned to him by the members of the Parochial Church Council sitting at the front. The church was full of friends of mine who hadn’t seen him in years and if they were taken aback at his condition they didn’t show it; and, perhaps worse, by former employees of his who used to work for Coles Boot. My partner David, also a priest, was by my side, with his parents, Irene and Vinny, and his Auntie Jean in the pews too – and there was a meeting of in-laws at the vicarage which I missed. It is not unusual for priests to be absent from events at which presence is normally required because of parish responsibilities.

			 

			These days, I am absent from the parish on Saturday mornings, for I belong to the BBC that day. I am the fifty-ninth Vicar of Finedon – priest-in-charge, actually – but the parish’s first half-time incumbent, in so far as a vicar can be said to be half-time. That half-time, half-stipend status enables me to pursue my other career as a broadcaster with more freedom than when I was working full-time as a priest at Boston and then in London.

			Since 2011, I’ve been co-presenting Saturday Live on Radio Four. On Friday nights I stay in a hotel round the corner from New Broadcasting House, leaving at half past six for work – ‘Good morning, Mr Reverend.’ When I arrive, I go straight to the canteen in the basement. It is an in-between time, the night shift not quite gone, the day shift not quite on, and some people are having their supper while others have breakfast. I like routine on a programme day, an unconscious gesture to the gods, I guess. If I go in the front entrance I have to touch the toe of Eric Gill’s The Sower by the lifts, a slightly less scandalous sculpture than Prospero and Ariel over the doors. In the canteen, I always have the same thing: a cappuccino out of the machine, which is not a cappuccino, and a croissant with butter and honey. Sometimes it is Joanna on the tills, who always greets me in the name of Jesus, and we discuss matters like the salvation of souls and the indelible stain of Adam’s sin, which would be taxing at my peak, but this early rather defeats me. In the office, seven floors above, we sign off the scripts, gossip, and then at half past eight Aasmah Mir, my co-presenter, and I go to the Today studio on the third floor. They are approaching the end of their programme and there is usually a demob-happy atmosphere, which suits the tone of our brief visit to trail what’s coming up in half an hour. Care must be taken not to sound too breezy if the news is especially bad that day, or if there is a big interview following. Several times I have alerted listeners to a lady from a bat protection league, or a man dressed up as Henry VIII, or a soap star’s live confessions, while the Chancellor of the Exchequer, sitting next to me, pores over a page of scribbled calculations.

			 

			Towards the end of my first year in orders, I and my peers, also completing their first year as a deacon, were invited back to our theological college at Mirfield in Yorkshire for Deacons’ Week, a seven-day rehearsal for priesthood, the ontological alteration that lay ahead for us. Not all of us; for Luke in Africa, with whom we had trained, such a trip was not possible, stuck in Zimbabwe with a currency worth less than confetti, and under a madman’s rule. Nevertheless, it was a reunion, and perhaps we were apprehensive about that, for our experience of college had been so mixed. It was an odd feeling to return to a place which once had such a claim on you, but now, you realised, had a claim on others too, especially those currently resident, who looked at us old boys with a sort of proprietorial hauteur.

			The week began with the community in Upper Church where we joined them for Evensong. A year away and yet it felt like no time at all as we fell in rhythm with the chant and the ultra-soft, ultra-slow delivery that is the house style. Fr Peter, the Precentor, responsible for worship, always said that praying the monastic liturgy is like getting the bus. It goes round and round and we step on and step off; another way of saying what T. S. Eliot said in Four Quartets.

			There was some novelty, a few unfamiliar faces in the grey scapular (a sort of big bib worn over a cassock); brethren from South Africa, returned to the mother house after the closure of the house there, looking a little at odds after decades in Sophiatown where they’d played such a prominent part in the fight against apartheid. There was one awful absence, Brother Jonathan, that most permanent of people, whose impermanence came as a surprise to everyone; I saw another monk get teary talking about him, and that doesn’t often happen between people who’ve lived in a community for forty years. After supper in college we all went to the pub and had a jolly evening. We got back after midnight and sat up telling horror stories, of a psychopathic training incumbent, of wheels coming off, of fear and loathing and odium theologicum.

			A day of glorious weather dawned, and I got up early with it and went to Lower Church half an hour before Matins and sat, uncomposed, in front of the Blessed Sacrament, adjusting I suppose to a life lived around it. Breakfast – merciful austerity and in silence – was followed by a workshop with a professional storyteller who gave us the techniques of his craft to get the gospel across. It wasn’t the kind of thing we boys went for, and for the rest of the week we were mimicking him (in the beginning . . . was the WORD . . . and the WORD . . . was with . . . GOD), but something happened, something opened, because we began to talk properly to one another, to have the conversation we all needed to have but hadn’t, because only a group who’d been through what we’d been through together could talk in that way. I realised there was a security in continuing a relationship with a group of people you didn’t choose to be with, with whom you disagreed, and who have seen your best and your worst, yet who choose to come back to one another. It was as if the friendships too difficult to sustain when we were there could at last flourish. And unfinished business could be finally addressed.

			A liturgist on the staff at Mirfield gave us a session on Eucharistic presidency, which sounds like a generous model of political leadership but really means how to say Mass. We were talked through it, although we knew it intimately, and then did a dummy run, and I found I had to stop. It was unnerving to suddenly find yourself at the centre of the altar, knowing that you had to make it happen. I’d watched other people doing it countless times, I’d stood beside people doing it countless times, but I discovered it was very different when you did it yourself. It’s as if one moment you’re sitting at the back of an aircraft, then a stewardess runs out of the cockpit saying, ‘The captain’s passed out, can anyone fly a plane?’ Having admitted that I once read a book on the subject, I’d been thrust into the pilot’s seat, where I found myself wrestling with the controls in complete panic.

			During that Deacons’ Week, I sought out one of my peers, someone I liked but with whom friendship had become impossible in the close and febrile world of the cloister. He sought me out too and we arrived at the same thought simultaneously: we didn’t want our relationship to be defined by the shared problem of having lived and worked together in college.

			There was goodwill all round, and as a group we resolved to make it a regular event and form a cell. The Cell of St Jude, co-patron of the college, was proposed.

			We never met again.

			 

			After Boston, I went to be curate at St Paul’s, Knightsbridge, no longer formally in training but not yet in charge. One Petertide during my time there I attended the ordination of priests at an equally smart neighbouring parish. Most of the church had actually burned down a few years before – oh, cleansing fire – and had been rebuilt to the then vicar’s spec, which meant that behind its severe classical façade, light and space opened up with a fanfare from its lovely new organ. And behind that there was accommodation, including a duplex flat for the curate, which made my mean basement on the other side of Belgrave Square seem all the meaner.

			The Bishop of London, the last grandee, presided. His presence, his personality, his very voice, seemed barely contained within the comprehensive splendour of St Paul’s Cathedral, so to see him at work in some of the less noble spaces in his diocese was like coming across Kiri Te Kanawa in Poundstretcher. One of the deacons being priested was serving in one of the least formal evangelical churches around and rejoiced in the name Gaz, not as a nickname but as the only one he wished to be known by. The Bishop obliged, and if he spoke through gritted teeth it was hard to tell. ‘Confirm thy servant . . . Gaz . . . in the office and duty of a priest,’ he beseeched, and the Holy Spirit, unconcerned by such things, obliged – or I hope it did.

			 

			Discussing the diocesan selection procedures with a potential, very promising, candidate, I asked him what he thought were the three most important things in the process of discernment. ‘Vocation, vocation, vocation,’ he replied. Recommended.

			 

			Usually a priest is ordained after a year spent serving in the parish as a deacon. My second ordination took place in a bumper year for Lincoln Diocese, which meant there was not enough room in the old Bishop’s Palace for all the ordinands to stay for the three-day retreat preceding it. With my contemporary Patrick Morrow, with whom I was ordained deacon at Boston Stump, I was farmed out to the Cantilupe Chantry in the Close, medieval home of the Cathedral Precentor and his adorable dog. After Compline in Bishop King’s medieval chapel and the Great Silence that followed, Patrick and I crept away. The rival claims of society and solitude contended, and society on this occasion prevailed; we sat up with the Precentor’s dinner guests: the chairman of the Cathedral Council, a former commander in the Parachute Regiment, and a dowager countess, who was splendidly convivial and came over like Bette Davis doing a Lady Grantham.

			I had told the Precentor that I liked to rise at six and get to church before the rush to say my prayers – pious face – but this did not happen on the morning of my ordination. I crawled out of bed at eight and found the Precentor already downstairs, raising an eyebrow at my late arrival. I said a miserere as a penance in the old Bishop’s Chapel, but there was more penance to come for it was a hot summer’s day, the hottest of the year, which had I been in a T-shirt and shorts I would have enjoyed, but it is the curse of those ordained at Petertide to endure July temperatures wearing several layers.

			To preside at the Eucharist, in the traditional form, the priest wears a vest (always a vest or T-shirt lest sweat-marks cause scandal); a shirt with a linen dog collar fastened with studs; a cassock, in black worsted; an amice, which is a linen cloth tied round the shoulders; an alb, a head-to-toe white robe of cotton; a stole like a long scarf round the neck; a maniple, a type of short scarf worn tied round the right forearm; and a chasuble, a thick, heavy-lined poncho garment, with braid and orphreys and embroidery over all. There are ways of lightening this load, though traditionalists like the Precentor wince at the thought; the one I opted for was a cassock-alb, which combines both cassock and alb in a single white garment. My concession to traditional form was to have a bit of decoration at the wrists and at the hem, a rather butcher nod to lace than the wildly lacy albs and cottas (a sort of negligee-style alb used when the priest and other clergy are not at the altar during a Mass) the ultra-traditionalists prefer. I’d washed mine at the precentory and left it on the line to dry, but it was so hot it wrinkled rigidly on the line. I asked the Precentor for an iron, but made such a pathetic job of it that Patrick took over and did the whole thing while the Precentor showed me his feriola, a sort of clerical evening gown, and his musetta, a fur-trimmed cape worn by canons, and other finery from his ecclesiastical wardrobe. Only afterwards did it occur to me that Patrick had done an impeccably diaconal thing on the eve of his priesting by ironing my alb while I played at dressing-up.

			The morning of my ordination to the priesthood dawned. After Morning Prayer, Patrick and I went into the garden at the old Bishop’s Palace, a lovely terraced garden looking out over the city, and practised our moves for our first Masses, much to the amusement of our peers, who watched from the library window. Kay, the house manager, had found an old Communards CD and, bizarrely, we went through the manual actions, adopting the orans position and so forth, to the sound of ‘Don’t Leave Me This Way’.

			Then to the cathedral, and the laying on of hands, the bishops joined by attending priests, so the candidate kneeling there was rather buried in a huddle of strangers and friends, and one rose from it ontologically altered, we’d been told. Braced for bathos, I expected to feel exactly the same as before; but I didn’t.

			On leaving the cathedral, I called in at the precentory. The Precentor was in the kitchen and when I went in to say hello, he dropped to his knees and said, ‘Pray, Father, a blessing.’ For a moment I thought he was joking; but of course he wasn’t, this was the traditional way in which the newly priested are greeted by the faithful. So I collected myself, mumbled something that I made up, invoked the Holy Spirit upon him, wished him peace, and he kissed the palms of my hands, as custom dictates.

			After this, my ordination to the sacred order of priests, we celebrated with a picnic on the lawn of Edward King House, looking across the city to the Waddington airbase, where big jets with what look like giant mushrooms stuck on the fuselage – actually AWACS radar dishes – clustered around the hangars like cattle at their shed.

			And then to Boston for my first Mass, my first time presiding at the Eucharist, my first flight as captain. This is traditionally a big do, but it need not be. A friend, ordained in the fifties, told me his first Mass was at seven the morning, with only his training incumbent and his mum in attendance. But these days they are like weddings, with invitations sent out, solemn invitations, issued to a preacher and a deacon and readers, and guests in Sunday best arriving in charabancs. The Mass itself is complicated and preserves particular customs; some I like – the blessing given by the new priest to the faithful, who queue up for it – and some I dislike, like the one in which the priest and his mother lay a posy at the feet of the statue of Our Lady as a sort of bachelorish gesture to the fake wedding contracted between nuns and Jesus when they are admitted to their convents. We did not do that; indeed, I especially asked that my first Mass mark the Feast of St Thomas the Apostle, Doubting Thomas, whom we prevailed upon to bless a new red altar frontal, created by the church’s team of embroiderers. In acknowledgement of this we sang to the rather pompous Welsh tune ‘Ton-y-Botel’, ‘Who Is This with Garments Gory?’ (red being the colour of vestments and hangings for apostles and martyrs, Thomas doubly qualified). The choir sang a full repertoire of my desert island anthems, we sang my favourite hymns, and Leslie Houlden, who taught me New Testament at King’s College London, preached. Before we set off in procession, the clergy all met in the Cotton Chapel and sang the ‘Veni Creator Spiritus’ – ‘Come, Holy Ghost, our souls inspire and lighten with celestial fire’ – and then in we went.

			The first reader didn’t show up for the first reading, I got the greeting wrong, Leslie’s sermon was loved by some, disliked by others, and I blessed a long queue of people, from family, to friends, to former BBC colleagues, to new parishioners; only afterwards did I realise it had been wonderful. A priest for ever after the order of Melchizedek ended the day with a chicken tikka at the Masala Zone.

			 

			Do you feel any different now you are priested? I was perhaps expecting to answer, No. But it was different, in at least two ways. On my first full day on priestly duty four people unburdened themselves to me; and when I’d presided at the Eucharist, it felt like the day was done.

			 

			A friend was completing his deacon’s year at a parish not far from Boston, where he was curate, and his first Mass was being celebrated at the spikiest highest church in his diocese. The altar was crowded with relics, the vestments clanking with bullion and jewels, the liturgy as refined as a Japanese tea ceremony. Outside, it was the first day of the new smoking ban. Inside, we were keeping the Feast of St Peter and St Paul and in a typically contra mundum gesture, the incense rose even more thickly than usual. Through its haze I caught sight of a young man, handsome, in the congregation, looking at me with something more than curiosity.

			I preached the sermon. ‘In a few minutes,’ I said, ‘you will hold in your hands the body of Jesus Christ, in its wholeness and perfection, and you will break it in half and separate those two halves; and you will look at the space that opens up between them. Uncertain, unstable, uneasy, like the space which separates us, divided in the Church, divided in the world, divided within ourselves; yet that division is in itself a sign of – a hope for – the restoration of wholeness. I have a Romanian icon of Saints Peter and Paul, those early ecclesiastical controversialists, kissing one another in an unlikely embrace – more than unlikely, impossible, save in Christ. The Christ who chose Peter to be his rock and Paul to spread his word and who has chosen you to follow them and to make your own unlikely embraces . . .’

			The handsome young man moved across the pew to get into my queue for Communion. Afterwards, as the altar was being cleared by a relay of servers of its relics, he introduced himself as David, a member of the Parochial Church Council. On an impulse, I asked if he had a fag – he did – and in a gesture of courteous hospitality gave me his last one. We stood outside, me in a cassock, smoking on a roastingly hot day, and then he took me to the Tesco Local to buy another pack. Back in church, clerical eyebrows were raised, a comment was passed, but when he said he would like to discuss his vocation with me and asked for my phone number, I gave it to him and headed for home.

			He called, a week later, and said he was passing through Boston – like anyone ever just ‘passed through’ Boston! – and he came to lunch on Sunday. I baked some cod and tomatoes, Greek style, but it didn’t really work and we chewed our way through it, making polite conversation. I was reserved, quite properly, but he was so very handsome and very charming, and perhaps a bit flirtatious – but I couldn’t go there. We talked all afternoon and then I had to leave for Evensong. He said he would like to come and see me again; I said OK, and offered a Sunday a month or so ahead. He seemed a little disappointed, and we said goodbye and he left. Then, as I was walking to church, a text arrived: Don’t you get it?

			 

			Four years later David and I were living together in Wymondham, me in the gap between leaving Knightsbridge and arriving at Finedon, he in his first post as a training curate at the abbey there. It was his turn now to be ordained to the priesthood, at the cathedral in Norwich, and then to preside at his first Mass at the abbey.

			We had people staying and while David was on his pre-ordination retreat I was in charge, which I slightly resented because I was not yet properly in gear with the change in his life. On the way to the retreat, at the local convent, we had a bit of a row. I dropped him off and said hello to the others (and discovered that the nun on duty was called Sister Calamity). I headed for home with a list of jobs to do, leaving David to the ministrations of the retreat leader and his brother and sister ordinands.

			Calamity indeed struck the convent. A couple of days later, David called to say that they’d all come down with a terrible virus and were dropping one by one – or rather, running out of chapel and classroom and refectory, the effects so sudden and calamitous. They were not sure if the ordinations would take place, so I cancelled our guests and took the dogs for a long walk down a bridleway in deep, deep Norfolk, where I came across a farmhouse which looked as though it had not changed in at least two hundred years: red pantile roof, massive central chimney, and an orchard and a barn and a pond. I thought: this is the part of Norfolk I love most; not the glamorous Gold Coast between Hunstanton and Cromer – where we had a cottage when I was boy and where we spent every holiday – where today only the super-rich can afford to live, buying up every fisherman’s cottage within a ten-mile radius of Brancaster golf club.

			The ordination did go ahead, in spite of the whey faces of ordinands and the restricted diet they were obliged to follow. I was glad we didn’t have a houseful after all. When I thought of my own ordination and the knees-up afterwards, it seemed wrong to me that it should have been marked with a celebration in that way, as if being ordained were a personal accomplishment. It’s not really that at all. I went to the consecration of a bishop in St Paul’s Cathedral and the preacher, an old friend of his, ascended the enormous pulpit in that enormous space and began by saying, ‘Well, who would have thought we’d have ended up here?’ in a slightly laboured way, as if it were a turn-up for the books that the likes of them should be centre stage and on so grand a stage. It struck exactly the wrong note. The crowding round and laying on of hands by (back then) brother bishops effecting the ontological alteration by apostolical means I still found moving, though whenever I see it now I remember an ordination where one of the newly ordained priests, after the bishop raised his hands from his head, turned to family and friends and did a thumbs up.

			 

			Conversation with a stranger in McDonald’s. He was playing golf one day and on the fourth hole looked up from the tee and saw the flag on the distant green, so tiny that he said he felt in that moment ‘overwhelmed by the whole tragedy of human existence’ and was unable to lift his club. Unable even to walk, he was carried back to the clubhouse and thence to six months of psychiatric care. Fine now, but has never played golf since.

			 

			When I presided at the Eucharist for the first time after my ordination to the priesthood, I was wearing a special chasuble – the long poncho a priest wears at the altar to celebrate the Eucharist – made for the occasion, in wild scarlet silk with a hanging orphrey. As I processed down the nave I overheard one churchwarden, a solid Lincolnshire type, say to another, ‘He looks like Shirley Bassey.’

			In the Church of England, vesture has been the source of controversy since at least the Reformation, when the outward visible signs of inner invisible beliefs became critically important. With the Protestant ascendancy, out went knees-ups and bling; by the eighteenth century, clergymen looked almost indistinguishable from doctors and lawyers – professional, sober men in professional sober uniform, as boring and unimaginative as the business suit today. At Boston Stump, in spite of its size, there were no vestries, because for a long time there was no vesting, the clergy wearing in church what they wore out and about. Indeed, in Lincolnshire, a centre for Protestant and Puritan interests, a chasuble would have been no likelier to be worn in church than a pair of fishnet tights. It was only in the nineteenth century, with the rise of the High Church movement, that the wearing of vestments was revived. It caused a huge stink. Bishops were hauled up in court; there were riots in the streets of Pimlico. The problem was not simply that sober-sided people were outraged by flamboyance (a deep seam of this in the English psyche) it was that vestments were seen then as a capitulation to popery, a surrender to the Jezebel of Rome, prancing like Herodias’ daughter in her gauds.

			Those prejudices, if you like, endure today. At Evensong and most other services, whether in cathedrals or parish churches, you are likely to see us in what is called choir dress: a form of vesture in sober black and white, which owes more to Puritan than Catholic tradition. The only note of flamboyance is the coloured silk of our hoods, and this denotes academic rather than ecclesiastical distinction. (I once took a party of Romanian monks to Evensong at Wakefield Cathedral; when one of them asked me what the hoods were for, I told them it was customary for worshippers to put bottles of beer in them as offerings as they processed out.)

			Vesture was still very much a live issue when I attended the National Pilgrimage to the Shrine of Our Lady of Walsingham in Norfolk. This High Church Jamboree, which takes place every May Bank Holiday, is to the world of vestments what Paris and Milan are to the world of haute couture. But not for all; at the village’s medieval parish pump a party of Free Presbyterian protestors had assembled to preach, hand out tracts and get into arguments. Events reached a crescendo when the procession from the shrine passed by on the way to Mass in the ancient abbey gardens. Just as the Anglo-Catholic faction had turned out its heavyweights for the occasion – a praetorian guard of prelates in vestments so gorgeous they’d have made the most stylish Pope look like he’d popped out in his dressing gown – so did the Protestant faction, in the person of a marvellously eloquent Ulsterman. Black-suited, black bible in hand, pausing only to draw breath, his voice rose like thunder over the pilgrim hymn as he hurled passages from Scripture at the glittering pageant. ‘Faith, reckoned to Abraham as Righteousness, is what will save you,’ he roared, ‘not your gewgaws and empty pomps!’

			And at that moment, like the spirit moving over the waters, like St Swithun summoning a cold front, there came a great breath of wind. The trees shook, chasubles fluttered, banners flapped, purple skullcaps and Protestant tracts alike flew up into the air. Freeze frame.

			One of the most commendable effects of the Reformation was a critical examination of the centuries-long accumulation of traditions in the Church. The ways in which we worship, read the Bible, function as a community, were both clarified and enriched – thanks be to God – but this brought impoverishment as well as enrichment. The High Church movement took hold in the slums of Victorian Britain because it offered a vision of something glorious in the grinding drabness of the East End of London, the docks of Sunderland and the mills of Manchester. ‘Come, taste and see that the Lord is good,’ it urged the working-classes. ‘You may have nothing, but you may offer to God glorious worship, the God whom we cannot praise too extravagantly, and who chose to reveal himself to us clothed in human form, like ours.’ Unfreeze frame.

			Back in Walsingham, the sudden gust of wind died down and the skullcaps and tracts alike descended to earth in total confusion. Perhaps an ultra-pious pilgrim might have sneaked a skullcap into his bag and taken it home as a souvenir; perhaps another binned the tracts that fluttered to her feet; but most just picked them up and returned them to their owners. Presbyterians handed skullcaps back to grateful bishops, pilgrims tidied up tracts and handed them back to the protestors. When all was restored, we struck up with the pilgrim hymn again and the protestors continued their preaching. Normal service resumed.

			 

			I think of St Marcian of Constantinople, the patron of strippers. He was born to a noble and wealthy family in the fifth century but eschewed the world and its pomps to be ordained priest, and eventually became the treasurer of the great cathedral of Hagia Sophia in Constantinople. He had a tremendous flair for design and was always giving it, and other churches, makeovers. Personally, he was rather austere, giving all his wealth away, fasting rigorously, and basing his life on that of John the Baptist, of whom he was very fond. One day, vested as a priest in the gorgeous robes he had designed for the cathedral, he came across a beggar, naked and wretched in the street, so he stopped and gave him everything he was wearing except for his chasuble. It was so richly embroidered that when he arrived at the cathedral the Patriarch rebuked him for dressing so flamboyantly. Marcian, with a flourish, took off his chasuble and revealed his nakedness to all.

			 

			The anniversary of the Battle of Waterloo falls in the run-up to Petertide; not an anniversary much observed nowadays, but it used to be, and there is a reminder of it in the form of the Panorama Tower which stands on the Thrapston Road in Finedon. It was built by the Reverend William Alington, not only to mark the victory of Wellington’s forces but also to provide a viewing platform for the Iron Duke himself, who was very friendly with General Arbuthnot of Woodford House down the road. While visiting, Wellington remarked that the country round Finedon was very like that of Waterloo. The Panorama Tower was built so that on future visits he might revisit, so to speak, the great field of battle. It also housed a Social Club, known locally as the Pam (after Panorama), but it became notorious for its home-brewed ‘fighting beer’, used to slake the thirsts of bare-knuckle boxers, gamblers, and rowdies, and eventually the establishment was closed down and the tower turned into a tannery. It was the location for one of the very first movie blockbusters, The Battle of Waterloo, directed by Charles Weston. It had a budget of £5,000 – colossal in 1913 – and the shoe factories were closed for two days so local men, two thousand of them, could recreate the battle under the direction of C squadron of the 12th Lancers, loaned from Weedon Barracks. They were paid sixpence per diem and the pubs were kept open all day for refreshments, but everyone got so drunk that filming had to be halted because Napoleon kept falling off his horse and someone stole Wellington’s boots.

		

	
		
			 

			TRANSFIGURATION

			[image: motif-chapter.tiff] 

			The Feast of the Transfiguration is one of my favourite episodes in the Gospels. Jesus and some of his disciples ascend Mount Tabor in Galilee and he is there ‘transfigured’, lit with dazzling light, and is seen standing between Moses and Elijah, proclaimed as God’s beloved son by a heavenly voice. It is one of those moments when the Gospel writers set out what we need to know, so plainly, so radiantly, that you wonder if it is a story from after the Resurrection that has been cut and pasted into the pre-Resurrection narrative.

			In the Transfiguration by Theophanes – a fifteenth-century icon writer (writer, not painter) – we see for the first time Jesus in glory between Moses and Elijah on the mountaintop. The disciples, blinded, fall away from him; in order to see, like Paul on the road to Damascus, we need to be blinded, is the message, or one of them. But I love the detail to the left of the picture, the posse ascending Mount Tabor, unaware that they are about to see Jesus’ identity revealed. Even more, I like the detail to the right: the posse descending Mount Tabor. Normal service is resumed – but nothing is normal after this. And then a chill note when you realise that the Feast falls on Hiroshima Day, and that it points to the other ensemble of three on a hilltop: Jesus crucified between thieves on Golgotha. The image of his humiliation and death, and the image of his divine glory, anticipate each other.

			 

			While on holiday, I visit a church to attend the Transfiguration service (with a baptism thrown in), taken by someone I vaguely know, a chaplain in the NHS. The congregation – larger, I feel, than usual – is full of handsome men in shirts chewing gum and looking a bit ill at ease, like gangsters at a funeral. I ask someone who they are and he tells me the mother of the baby getting baptised does the coat check at the local gay pub, so that community is well represented. ‘And I wonder how many of the congregation have had the celebrant?’ he adds.

			 

			A mountaintop in Wales, a hilltop really, where my friend’s mother keeps sheep in a place so beautiful it seems not quite to be true. I am coming from Northamptonshire, my friend from Edinburgh, so I arrange to meet him at the airport. I park and go to the arrivals building where I am to meet Horatio Clare (now a celebrated writer, then a colleague at the BBC). He arrives, terribly hung-over, carrying a programme box – a sort of squarish, old-fashioned case made from cardboard with reinforced corners and stencilled with the BBC logo – a piece of kit, like those Bakelite headphones you still find in some studios, that dates back to the days when we not only made the programmes but the equipment too. Horatio, smelling like a pub carpet, embraces me stickily. We drive back along the M4 and then turn north for Abergavenny, Crickhowell and Cwmdu.

			Horatio’s mother, Sally, lives in an ancient farmhouse, two wings with a gable carrying the staircase in the middle, built 1607, altered once, in 1958, when rudimentary plumbing and wiring was put into its reluctantly yielding interior. It is more like a cave than a house: massive masonry flags on the floor, thick oak planks on the landing, shallow pointed arches over doors and windows. Best of all is Horatio’s room, the renovated attic, which looks like a bohemian bomb strike: books everywhere, old records, a hi-fi, a bed on the floor, and on the windowsill a ship in a bottle and a soapstone carving of Horus. It is an archaeology of his life, from childhood books and jujus, through records to literature, to fags and drink and weed and condoms.

			After lunch, we head down to the Usk, where Horatio makes me park illegally on an impeccably kept patch of grass at the gates of a posh country-house hotel. We walk through the wood and emerge into one of the most beautiful places I’ve ever been. The Usk, wide and shallow, ripples over and round the rocks through a valley of indescribable beauty, steep wooded sides rising to brilliantly green fields full of sheep and cattle, with the Black Mountains rising beyond them. We spend the afternoon in our pants in the river, me looking like Simon Callow in A Room with a View, Horatio looking like the faintly disgraced older English cousin of Tadzio from Death in Venice. We find a spot in the middle of the river, where it’s at its deepest, and watch the eels swimming between clefts in the rock; then we sit on a sunny boulder, smoking and thinking of collective nouns for eels (an anguillade, a syntax, a slide).

			Eventually we walk up to some higher rocks where Horatio had seen a pretty young woman paddling with some children. He wanders off to look at her and then we jump into the river at the fastest-flowing point and allow it to sweep us downstream. We swim around, me trying to look nonchalant at the mercy of a current that is stronger and quicker than I can manage.

			We lie on a rock, smoke some more, and then pull on some soaking-wet and stinking clothes and walk through the woods up to the posh hotel, from whence I assume we’ll be summarily ejected. But no, Horatio walks into the bar, orders two Campari and sodas, and we sit out on a sun-roasted terrace drinking and talking with our pants laid out to steam-dry on a bench, to the irritation of the other guests.

			Back at the farm, Sally makes a picnic and we pack it into the BBC’s programme box, along with a bottle of Bollinger. As dusk falls, we drive up to her high field on the mountainside and walk higher and higher through the bracken as the lamps come on in the valley beneath us, criss-crossed by headlights, and the gathering dusk leaches colour out of the landscape and then the sky. We eat hard-boiled eggs and sandwiches and drink champagne as grey-ghost sheep scamper past and fireworks burst in the sky above Bwlch, but far below us. Then Sally says, ‘Look!’ And we turn to see the orange moon rising over the top of the mountain, the sky around it emerald green and turquoise.

			 

			Sometimes, broadcasting on the wireless and broadcasting on the God frequency align, like when I am sent by Radio Three to seven lovely Italian cities in search of seven deadly sins for a series on that topic.

			We take in Venice, Padua, Ravenna, Bologna, Florence, Siena and Rome, looking at fading frescoes and glittering mosaics, contrasting the bliss of those redeemed from their sins with the torments of those damned by theirs, set out in all their balanced glory and terror.
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