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To Nicki Rogers and Philippa Hanna, who have added music, laughter and the best of company to our tours
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Over the past 15 years I’ve had the privilege of singing alongside some wonderful writers and speakers in many different formats and events. I love my job with a passion and know how fortunate I am. However, I have to be honest, not every event is a gripping experience. There have been occasions where I’ve finished singing, and quickly found a hideaway to read a book, or send an email or two until it’s time for my next set. Terrible, I know. Shame on me.  


However, four years ago, I was invited to be part of a tour called ‘Seriously Funny’ with two people who had really truly impacted me when I’d met them separately, so I was immediately hopeful that I would have less need to find hideaways for a week or two on tour with them.


Jeff Lucas and Adrian Plass between them have enough hilarity to make even the most dour person crack a smile, enough reality of life to talk honestly without trying to gloss over very difficult and painful subjects, and most importantly enough love to leave the hardest-hearted person feeling a little warmer inside.


The Seriously Funny tour did exactly what it said on the tin: it combined the serious and funny in a conversation between friends about the trials and reality of everyday life as a believer. And best of all, the audience got to be part of the dialogue. 


The first half of every evening began with what felt like a fireside chat between friends. We all listened in to an unscripted conversation between Jeff and Adrian which covered subjects as varied as loss, doubt, faith, depression, dead hamsters, incontinence and anything else which randomly found its way into their heads and thus onto the stage that night. 


During the second half I ventured away from my piano stool and read aloud the audience’s confidential questions for Jeff and Adrian to answer – or at least pass comment on. 


People poured their hearts out on paper with crushing honesty, and it is fair to say that we experienced a glimpse into what sometimes felt like a battlefield of bruised, battered and occasionally really seriously wounded members of the beautiful and messy family of God.  


Jeff and Adrian responded with honesty and grace, from their own experience, and at times, as they freely admitted, had no answers at all.  No question was barred, and I worked hard to fire as many tricky ones their way as possible!


Of course, there was hilarity as well and quite often I watched people laugh through their tears, proving that laughter is indeed a good medicine. Tense shoulders started to relax all around the room as people realized they were exactly the same as the next person, and that the people on the stage were human too. At the end of each night there was a sense that a room full of strangers went home feeling a little more like perhaps they could belong.  Perhaps they weren’t so alone after all. 


This book is a collection of those questions and a chance to capture again the feel of those serious and yet funny evenings. 


I loved having the privilege of sharing a stage with two of my absolute favourite people in the world. What you see is what you get, and what you get is gold. Needless to say, no emails were sent during my evenings with Jeff and Adrian and I never once hid myself away on tour. 


I’d suggest you turn your phone off, settle down in a cosy corner, and let your shoulders relax as you join in for this next step on the Seriously Funny journey. 


 


Nicki Rogers
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Have you noticed the current fashion in Christian circles for emphatic, almost rollicking agreement with negatives? Want some examples? Okay.


‘What do you think about doubt? Is it all right for Christians to doubt?’


‘Oh, yes! Yes! Yes! Oh, my goodness, yes! Doubt is essential. If you don‘t doubt, faith is meaningless! Never give up your doubt. It is when we doubt that true belief is most in evidence.’


‘Why does God seem to ignore my prayers?’


‘Because he cares for you, of course. How else are you to learn trust? These are God-given opportunities to believe you are loved without being given what you want. Grasp those opportunities and be thankful.’


‘I find church a bit boring.’


‘A bit boring? Church is the most tedious, jaw-droppingly awful way to spend time that any sane person could possibly imagine.  The buildings, the music, the services, the people, the ministers, the prayer, the worship, the coffee, the quiche, all mindlessly uninteresting and yawn-making. Bask in the sunlight of your divinely inspired insight. Now you can begin to move forward! Congratulations!’ 


‘God hates sin, doesn‘t he?’


‘Hates sin? God? Good gracious, you’re not really getting yourself caught up in that nonsense, are you? Sin is the shadow thrown by the light of God’s purity. Something to be valued and learned from. Let’s get real. God uses sin.’


A bit of an exaggeration, but the fashion or phase is a real one. Why? What is going on? My suggestion is that more and more people are becoming aware of the conceptual and creative shallowness that tends to characterise the things we say and write about Christian experience. Diving down into the shadowy depths of denial may be an attempt to stir up mud in the hope that something new and with its own gritty substance could float to the surface. 


Perhaps we have been a little lazy about giving proper attention to the questions that are so often asked by those who are seeking a truth that genuinely meshes with reality. Jeff and I have expressed this view more than once in the past. Over the last few years we have toured together on a number of occasions, publicising new books and engaging in unplanned dialogue for the first half of each evening. The second half offered an opportunity for the audience to ask us any question at all, and certainly challenged us to put our money where our big (some might say overactive) mouths are. Folk were not backward at coming forward, as my mother used to say. Our task was to respond to these funny, heartfelt, inquisitive, desperate queries as honestly and as helpfully as possible. Most of this book is based on those questions, and our struggling attempts to remain authentic and vaguely entertaining in our replies.


Negative? Positive? Hard-to-digest but ultimately valuable? Helpful? Probably all of those things in varying measure, but you must judge for yourselves. Christianity has never been an exact science, but we do hope you appreciate our very personal outpourings. 


 


Adrian Plass
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Will pets go to heaven?


Before we get started on this, let me just say that I am fully aware of the hamster issue. As my wife rightly points out, hamsters have some kind of design fault (sorry, God, but they do). They die. They disappear. They go off on excursions to the underneath and back and inside of places that are dangerous for them. Bad things happen to these fluffy little creatures. A friend of mine told me that her young granddaughter texted her one day to announce that she had two new hamsters, and had christened them ‘Faith’ and ‘Hope’. All very sweet and biblical, of course, but perhaps they needed a ‘Charity’ to complete the set. A subsequent text conveyed the unexpected and rather bizarre news that Faith had eaten Hope.


‘Hope has died, but faith remains’ might be an encouraging message in other contexts, but not in this Tarantino-style episode in a small child’s life. 


The point I’m making is that, in terms of human understanding, if pets are to be saved, heaven must presumably offer a veritable sea, an endless vista, an eternity of small brown squeaking things waiting to be reclaimed by their resurrected owners. This is, of course, quite apart from the legions of rabbits, dogs, cats, horses, donkeys, elephants, camels and other assorted creatures that have been cherished by human beings at some stage in their lives. It all begins to seem rather wearyingly absurd, doesn’t it?


However, if we are prepared, by an act of the will, to abandon temporarily the tedious limits of human understanding, there may be another path to explore. Access to this path has only opened up for me since I began to catch a glimpse of the way in which love, whimsy and ingenuity operate together in the nature of God. I find this hard enough to comprehend myself, let alone pass on to anyone else, but I will have a go. 


A glance at the ministry of St Paul helps. Clearly, the great apostle felt quite free to change the shape and approach of his ministry whenever such change was helpful to the task in hand. The altar dedicated TO AN UNKNOWN GOD in Athens is a good example. Thank goodness there wasn’t a local committee of earnest evangelicals with a veto over Paul’s decision to identify this deity without a name as the one true God and Father of the resurrected Jesus. Great idea, wasn’t it? The sort of bespoke great idea that I believe God still wants to use in his dealings with men and women in this age. Unexpected, slightly cranky, faintly disturbing, non-religious, individual, cherishing, charmingly whimsical and inventive, these ideas do not necessarily fit into the man-made shapes that are so common to our all-too-impoverished ministry. I know a man who never really enjoyed using his workshop because he got so neurotic whenever one of the carefully drawn shapes on his wall was missing its appropriate hammer or chisel or screwdriver. I think he might have preferred to simply sit happily in the middle of his carefully ordered workshop and never actually use the tools at all. Much safer. Remind you of anything? Yes? I thought it might. 


So, what does all this have to do with pets? Well, one very parochial event in 2012 dominates my memory of that year. It was a death, the death of a dog belonging to friends of ours. A massive, velvety-grey Great Dane, Buddy had a huge personality, an incredible appetite and an unquenchable instinct for loving and for being loved. 


Dave and Faith and Ruth and Jonny were devastated by their loss, and it was truly difficult for all of us to believe that such a massive presence could simply cease to exist.


After Buddy’s death someone asked me if I thought there would be dogs in heaven. What would you have said? In this postmodern age we all seem to pluck beliefs and convictions out of the air and give them credence simply because they find a home in us. I have no idea if animals will be in heaven, but I do know two things for sure. Love cannot be destroyed. That’s one. The other is that, as I’ve already said, God is full of wise, whimsical ideas and will do exactly what he wants. Bearing those things in mind, I decided to write a poem, and this was it. 


 


Buddy


His head was as big as a shoebox,


Eyes like a curious child,


Feet spread like mops, slobbering chops,


Deaf to the call of the wild.


There happened to be a big meeting,


In heaven the day Buddy died,


From early to late, the ancient debate,


Should pets be permitted inside?


 


Most angels said, ‘No, they don’t have a soul,


The concept is wrong and absurd.’


A dozen or more were not quite so sure, 


But God sat, and spoke not a word.


 


At last he arose, and said, ‘I propose,


Next month we continue to talk, 


But dusk is fast falling, the hillside is calling, 


And Buddy is needing a walk.’
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Jeff, you live in the USA, where there are a lot of guns. Have you ever found yourself staring down the barrel of one?


Yes. Twice. 


The first time I got acquainted with the business end of a gun was in Reno, Nevada. I was driving on what I thought was the inside lane of the freeway, which it was not. Apparently I was driving on the hard shoulder, and so a local cop decided that he and I should have a little chat. He came speeding up behind me, with his lights flashing red and blue. In those days at least, back in England, if a member of the local constabulary wanted to pull you over, they would overtake you, and then switch on an illuminated sign that said ‘Stop’. In America they don’t use that sign, but just flash those lights from behind you. US-based cop shows were not that widespread back then, so I was unaware that this law enforcement person wanted to talk to me. I thought he wanted to get by. So I slowed down, but carried on driving. 


Then he put his siren on. I still didn’t understand. I kept driving. 


Then came a searchlight, mounted on the roof, shining in my mirror. Yet I drove on. 


Now irate, the cop finally got my attention by yelling through the PA system from his car, ‘Stop the car, right now!’ At that point I felt led to stop the car, right then. But my troubles were just beginning. 


In the UK, it’s the done thing to get out of the car to speak to the officer – at least it used to be. Happily, I’ve not had too many roadside chats with the splendid women and men who serve in our police force recently, so I don’t know if this is still the case. But in America you don’t get out of the car, because that’s viewed as a threat. Here’s my advice, if this ever happens to you in the US of A. Lower your window. Wait calmly for the officer. Place your hands on the steering wheel, where he or she can see them. And when asked for your driving licence, don’t make a sudden lunge for the glove-box, because it might look like you’re reaching for a gun, which could lead to some unpleasant consequences. I was unaware of all this roadside etiquette, and leapt out of the car. 


That’s when I heard the cop yell, ‘Freeze! Stay right there!’ He had that spotlight on me, and I could see him silhouetted in the glaring light, feet planted, arms extended, gun in hand, pointed at my head. Not nice. 


I decided to become the blustering Englishman, and did my very best impersonation of Prince Charles. It worked a treat. 


The other, more chilling occasion was when our family got shot at. It was a friend who did it, and a pastor at that. Very impolite. 


Also a Brit living in America, John had bought himself a .308 rifle, which is a very serious weapon indeed. Kay and I, together with our young family at the time, were over at John’s house for breakfast. Suddenly he leapt up from the table, gleefully insisting that he had something he wanted us to see. 


Returning momentarily from his bedroom, he brandished his new acquisition, the rifle. He was determined to show us how it worked, and besides, he said, it wasn’t loaded, obviously. 


He was wrong. I don’t know why, but for some reason he had put some bullets in the magazine and then forgotten that he had done so. Cocking the rifle, he pulled the trigger. The sound of the bullet being discharged in the confined space of that kitchen was deafening. The bullet hit the wood stove at the end of the dining table, and then ricocheted across the middle of the table, ending up in the ceiling. It missed us by a metre at the most. 


We looked around the table, tearfully wondering if our children were still alive. 


They were traumatised, but safe. 


John ran into the bedroom, in shock himself, and in a frantic attempt to make the rifle safe, he put another bullet into the chamber and shot a hole in the carpet. At this point his wife ran into the bedroom, yelling that he needed to get out of the house and not come back until that gun was empty of bullets. 


When the police officer wants you to stop, pull over. 


And when a Brit with a gun wants you to stop by for breakfast, don’t go round, whatever you do.
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What’s the worst meal that you’ve had to pretend you liked?


Eating Ethiopian food in Ethiopia (where I suppose it’s just called food). I’m not indicting their national cuisine, it was probably just the restaurant we ate at, but there were three reasons for choosing this as my all-time least-favourite meal.


Ethiopian culture calls for honoured guests to be fed by their host, so the chap next to me starting picking up my food (with his fingers, no utensils in sight) and shoving it into my mouth. I was too polite to decline, although the temptation to bite his fingers was intense (a bit too Hannibal Lecter). And I was panicking, too, because in that culture one hand is used for scooping up food, and the other is used for wiping one’s . . . no, I said I’d never mention that subject again. Let’s just say, I was terrified he was using the wrong hand. 


And then one of our group was terribly sick after he had wolfed down copious amounts of said food. It wasn’t pretty. 


Finally, we had something called injera to eat, which looks like human skin. It may even taste like human skin, for all I know. Must ask Hannibal Lecter. 


Yuck. 
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Do you have any funny stories about health and safety?


Yes, I do have an incredibly funny story about health and safety. Unfortunately, this wonderful tale is so rib-shatteringly, thigh-slappingly hilarious that I have been banned from writing, speaking or in any other way sharing it with any other human being, by DISMAL, the Department for Immediate Suppression of Manic, Asinine Laughter. The penalty for contravention is death, and I’m not going to risk that again. I had an excruciating experience with them when I failed to entertain a hall filled with people at a Round Table meeting in Ashby-de-la-Zouch in 1997. Never again. 


Jeff may have a less funny story that he is allowed to tell you. I believe DISMAL have given him a season pass. 
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Jeff, as a seasoned traveller, do you have any advice for long-haul flights?


First of all, be grateful that you have the opportunity to experience travel. I mean it. In India, there’s a retired aircraft engineer who has a redundant plane in his backyard. Every day he allows people from his village to come and experience a virtual flight. They board, strap themselves in, go through a safety briefing, and then, after being served snacks, they disembark – having gone nowhere. Their poverty means that none of these people are ever likely to fly anywhere. When I’m tempted to huff and puff about delays, mechanical breakdowns, moody flight attendants who seem like they’re itching to zap their passengers with cattle prods, or in-flight food that is unrecognisable and only vaguely edible, or when the chap in front of me cuts off my circulation by putting his seat back, I try to remember that village in India. 


And then, when things go wrong, be nice. That’s not only a thoroughly Christian idea, it works well from an altruistic point of view as well. I’ve seen people cursing and yelling at check-in desks, demanding different seats, huffing and puffing over delays or cancellations, and expecting the person they’re bullying to go out of their way to help them, which they almost certainly will not. 


Once I had an amazing experience on a British Airways flight. I had a very cheap economy class ticket from Denver to London, and on check-in I was told that I was being upgraded to business class and could therefore use the airline lounge before boarding. I was thrilled to bits, and almost skipped into the lounge. The receptionist noticed my chirpy demeanour and asked me why I was so happy.


‘I’m delighted because I’ve been upgraded today. It’s brilliant!’


‘That’s nice,’ she grinned, and then surprised me with her next comment. 


‘Often people who get upgraded start becoming aggressive and demanding when they get to the lounge. Even though their upgrade was free, they feel entitled, more important, and haughty. It’s nice to see someone who is grateful.’


I sat down, grabbed a coffee. Twenty minutes later, the receptionist headed over towards me. ‘Give me your boarding pass, please, Mr Lucas. I need to move you.’ 


My face fell, my heart sank. ‘Oh no! Am I being downgraded now?’ I ventured. 


‘No. You’re being upgraded again. First class. I just got a call from the plane, and they need to move somebody into the front. As you were so grateful, and nice to me, I thought of you. Enjoy it.’ 


And enjoy it I did. I almost wept when the flight landed, the experience had been so amazing. 
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Jeff, have you got an embarrassing funeral anecdote?


Not exactly. I do know of someone who must have been terribly embarrassed about one funeral that I led. And that’s because he was supposed to lead it himself, but he totally forgot all about it. I won’t say which denomination he came from (that would be unfair to Salvation Army officers the world over), but suffice to say I got a phone call from the local crematorium, with a funeral director on the other end of the line who sounded very panicked indeed. 


‘What are you doing right now, Jeff?’


At that moment I had been doing some gardening, which is weird, because that’s probably the only hour of my life that I’ve ever spent working in the garden. (Except to cut the grass. That doesn’t count.) When I touch living things, they wither and die. 


‘Do you think you could throw your suit on and get over here? I have mourners, impatient undertakers, and a coffin with a body in it, but no one to officiate. The minister who was booked has obviously forgotten, and I can’t get hold of him. You need to come quickly.’


And so I did. It was awkward, to say the least, because I had to walk quietly up to the primary mourners who were sitting on the front row of the packed funeral chapel, to ask the name of the deceased and a few details about his life before performing the obligatory despatch. They were obviously upset and angry, but grateful for my help. 


I was glad to do it. 


And I was also very glad that I was not the chap who had forgotten that most important appointment. I can only hope he lived to see another day.
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Adrian, if we had a function at our church, would you do it for seventy pounds?


I might. I might do it for nothing. I might ask for quite a lot more. In the thirty years since I was first (to my amazement) paid real money for standing up and talking to people, I have never found it easy to talk about fees and things. I suspect that I might have got a bit ripped off once or twice in the early days, largely because I found it hard to believe that I actually had a product to offer. 
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