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To my grandchildren – Harry, Lily, Evie, Jackson, Freddie, and any others who may come along in the future! 


 


And in memory of my dear friend, Bob Marrable.










Chapter 1


Welcome to the world!
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It was almost midnight when my wife Dianne and I got the news – our new grandchild had just been born. We couldn’t wait to see the latest addition to the family and almost dashed off to the hospital there and then, but good sense (and a pretty straight talk from one of our kids) kicked in, and we resigned ourselves to waiting until the following day.


I was shaving at about 7 a.m. the next morning when my phone pinged. It was an email with a photograph of the brand-new baby. I don’t know why, but suddenly I felt compelled to write this child a letter. 


Here it is:


 


 


Good morning, and welcome to your first dawn on this planet!


I gather it was a rough night. I’m glad that all went well eventually, but I do appreciate that after nine long months in that warm nest it might have been a little disconcerting to realise your mother had decided it was time for you to leave. I’m sure that as you now lie in her arms, you understand it wasn’t personal – as nice as the scan picture was, she wanted to see a little more of you.


And I’m sure you know that you had a little difficulty exiting that nest. Those strangers coming at you with what looked like pliers were just trying to help. They were your friends – although it is worth remembering that if anybody ever tries to do that again they probably aren’t, and it would be best to get out of their way.


Try to enjoy these first few days on earth – they are special in so many ways. First, everybody will want to know your name. It will seem to be one of the most important things in the whole world to them. But people are fickle, and in the years to come you might find that they do not treat it with quite so much respect. Some of them will change it or shorten it, just because they like it more that way – or worse, they will forget it completely. And another thing about your name: as you get older, you will discover that the phrase ‘your name’ means more than just the combination of letters that let people tag you. It comes to stand for the kind of person you are – to symbolise not just your identity, but your character. The world you have just entered is full of people who will want to take that good name from you, but don’t let them. Guard it with all your heart.


And there’s another reason to make the most of this time. Right now, everybody will say you are ‘beautiful’. I’m afraid this wholesale admiration wears off pretty fast. Soon, some people will judge you by how you look, and some may even enjoy finding a few flaws. Don’t let them get to you. And, above all, don’t try to please them. They will rob you of the truth that you are special. (By the way, if your mother ever enters you for a beautiful baby competition, pack your milk, bottles and rattle, and leave home straight away. Playing that game when you’re forty is hard enough, let alone when you’re only a few months old!)


Oh, and a little word about your weight. I understand that you were seven pounds and three ounces. Enjoy that ounces thing, because when you leave the hospital, the people in the world out there only count in pounds.


In the next few days there will be lots of people wanting to see you. To be honest, some of them will be pretty scary – they’ll make strange sounds at you, and pull funny faces. But the good part is that for this short time you will be the centre of attention, and that feels nice – enjoy it. The truth is that life is not always like this, and in the years ahead there may be times when it seems that nobody will even cross a room to speak to you – let alone cross a city. 


Most of us, from the day we are born, try to find ways to make people want to cross that room to us. We quickly discover that if we are attractive, successful and – best of all in their eyes – important, they will practically knock the wine waiter over in their attempt to reach us. And so we spend our lives striving, accumulating and botoxing, all in the hope that we’ll get people’s attention. But that kind of life is so tiring – and, frankly, when most of them do get across that room to us, we find they are so fickle it was hardly worth our effort to get them there. Why, even as we are speaking to them, they are glancing around the room to see if there are any better prospects.


At those times, try to remember something very important. It is this: there is someone who will never forget your name and will always think that you are beautiful, no matter how many marks, scars or bruises the world you have just entered leaves you with. Your mum and dad could not love you more. Even now, when you are not yet one day old, either of them would gladly lay down their life for you. But the good news I have for you is this: even their love is not as great as the love that planned you, formed you, and now welcomes you into his world.


And so on this, the very first day of your life, let me set you on a treasure hunt: it is to seek out and find those and, perhaps especially, One, who will not look first at your appearance, achievements and status (impressive as those are), but who will love you anyway. 


But enough of all that for now. We’ve got so much to do – dens to build, ants to watch, places to hide, ice creams to guzzle – and you’ve got naughty cousins who can’t wait to push you around the park so fast you’ll be hanging onto the sides of your buggy for dear life.


Good morning, our brand-new grandchild. 


It’s time to play!


 


 


When I had finished my short missive and started shaving, I realised that I felt good about this letter. Here was I, a grandfather, doing what grandfathers are supposed to do – attempting to save this little one from having to do what most of us generally have to do: learning the hard way. 


But pretty soon the good feeling went. I was assailed by a barrage of imaginary friends all yelling at me, ‘Who do you think you are, you old buffer? The baby is not yet twelve hours old and here you are making the poor thing sit in class.’


‘And anyway,’ one of the killjoys added, ‘people have to learn the hard way. No pain, no gain. You can’t put an old head on young shoulders. The school of hard knocks is the best education.’ This doom merchant seemed to have an endless stock of these proverbs all ready to knock the wind out of the sails of anybody even thinking of passing on a little wisdom to the young. 


I sighed and put my razor down. As I did, I caught a glimpse of my face in the mirror. I couldn’t help comparing it to that of the new baby. In some ways our faces are similar. I am convinced that the baby’s eyes are just like mine – at least, they would be if they were open. What is for sure is that our DNA is practically the same. If not for me, this new person would not be on this planet. And both our faces are a bit battered, bruised and lined – although, I must acknowledge, in different ways. The marks on the baby’s face are from where forceps were used, and those will fade and go; the lines are folds of extra skin that would have filled out if this little one had been born on time, two weeks later, and soon they will go. The marks on my face, however, are so old that I can’t remember how they got there – except for the dent that sits one centimetre above my right eye. (I was ten, and so was Richard Harries, who’d somehow got hold of an air pistol. He’d fired it at a wall and the pellet ricocheted off the cement and onto my head. I had a headache, but I didn’t go blind. That centimetre’s gap saved me and Richard Harries from a lot of trouble.) And what about all my wrinkles? Again, I have no idea where they came from. Over the years they crept onto my face like camouflaged soldiers. Some of them stayed . . . and those that did took their camouflage off.


No matter how I try to dress it up, it is an old face that I am looking at. But suddenly, as I gaze into the mirror, I am seized with a mission. I am going to banish from my mind the Job’s comforters who say you can’t pass on any wisdom to the young. 


In my study are two chairs. One of them is mine – the one to the left of the fireplace is the chair I always sit in. And the other? Oh, that one has been occupied by so many different people – young and old, rich and poor, humble and arrogant, those full of hope and others sinking with despair. And, of course, the simple truth is that someone who has been all of those things – and more – has sat in my chair.


What conversations those chairs have heard down the years! As I stood in the bathroom on that Monday morning I thought how I would love to have the chance to sit and talk in my study not only with my newest grandchild, but with all my grandchildren when they are grown. Maybe these talks would be when they are about to begin their first job, buy their first house, get married or perhaps start a family. But I also imagined tackling more difficult subjects – perhaps talking with them long into the night, when their hearts were broken or friends had betrayed them. Maybe I could help them piece back together a dream somebody had trodden all over. 


But I am at an age when I cannot be sure I will have those precious opportunities. There are too many years on the clock for me to be certain that I will be able to pass on some hope, encouragement and, once in a while, even a little advice. And then I remembered a story that my mother used to tell me when I was a child. It was about a village in a land far away where every elderly person would write down a life lesson to pass on to future generations. Each one was carefully written on parchment, rolled up and placed in a hut in the centre of the village. Once in a while, the elders would gather people together in the hut, unroll the parchments and read out loud the lessons that had been forged in the lives of those who had gone before. The villagers called that hut ‘The Wisdom House’. 


And so, with the shaving foam still wet on my face, I made my decision: I would create a ‘wisdom house’ for my grandchildren. I would gather together lessons from those in the second half of their life – including some of my own. I liked the idea of the village elders reading the lessons out loud, and so I decided I would imagine speaking face to face with my grandchildren. They are only babies and toddlers now – Harry (4), Lily (3), Evie (2), Jackson (9 months) and Freddie (7 months), but in my mind’s eye, I see them coming into my study one at a time and sinking into the old leather chair – the one to the right of the fireplace – not as children but as the adults they will become. 


And you, reader, are welcome to eavesdrop as I meet with my imaginary guests. 


Welcome to the Wisdom House. Come on in.










Chapter 2


Life’s not fair
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It’s good to see you! Take a seat. No, not that one – the one to the right of the fireplace. There are so many things we will talk about over the coming months, and there certainly won’t be any order to them – these days I can’t even find my glasses, let alone plan a systematic lecture programme! But however many or few lessons there turn out to be, I’ll make sure I leave a copy of them behind – just in case, on a rainy winter’s night in twenty, thirty, even fifty years’ time, you feel like taking a read. After all, what have you got to lose? Most lives are filled with some happiness and some pain. If you are wise it is sometimes possible to get more of the first and a little less of the second. And I have written these to help you do that – not only in your own lives, but in the lives that you will touch.


So, sink deep into that armchair, kick off your shoes, and let’s start. 


Just yesterday, I heard one of you say to your mother, ‘It’s not fair, Mum!’ I think your complaint was to do with not being able to stay up a little later. I wouldn’t dare adjudicate on which one of you was right, but you will find as you get older that ‘it’s not fair’ is often true of life. 


This is such a hard principle to come to terms with. Most people understand the concept of fairness well. We know that without rules, a game isn’t worth playing, so we like it when the referee spots somebody breaking those rules. We may be glad when an exam cheat gets found out because we know how unfair they are being to those doing the exam the hard way. But, of course, fairness is not an issue that only impacts us on the sports ground or in school. It is something that affects us in the deepest areas of our lives. Perhaps the most difficult theological question in the world is ‘Why does God allow suffering?’ Actually, although it’s not often articulated, most people’s question goes deeper even than that: ‘Why do good people suffer?’ 


Because good people do suffer. Bad things happen to them. And when they do, the word on our lips is ‘Why?’ It’s a good question, but you may never get an answer. 


Of course, some people try to give answers. They say things like ‘Testing times make us stronger’ or ‘God is trying to teach you a lesson’. This is often because they find it hard to cope with this issue – to accept that things like pain and even death happen to good people. Later on, I want to write a letter that will touch on what I believe about life after this one, because that offers at least the possibility of some sorting out of the mess we find here. But for now, I want to tell you something that will help you if you go through bad times – or, if you’ve experienced them already, something that will help you deal with the memory of them. 


This is an area where there is a real possibility of sounding trite, for no matter how great or small our pain, it is always all-consuming to us. Slick and easy answers do not diminish our grief – they multiply it. So let me allow you to listen for a moment not to me, but to a man who I believe will have suffered at least as much as anything you might have gone through already or may face in the future. See whether or not you think there is wisdom in Victor Frankl’s counsel.


Frankl was a Jewish psychiatrist who experienced life in several of the death camps during the Holocaust. He spent some time at Auschwitz (a place I have visited twice). He was a good man, who spent his life trying to help other people. When the US Army eventually liberated Dachau, the camp he was then in, he had lost his wife, his family and his health, and he had seen more pain and suffering than any human being could be expected to bear. 


When people asked him how he coped – how he went on not just living, but helping other inmates survive their own private hells – he said this: ‘Everything can be taken from a man but one thing: the last of the human freedoms – to choose one’s attitude in any given set of circumstances, to choose one’s own way.’1


When the bad times come, we can be forgiven for becoming bitter, for seeking revenge, for ceasing to believe that there is a God who loves us. That is understandable. But Frankl says there is another way. We can choose a different response. We can choose not to condemn ourselves to a prison of a thousand ‘what ifs?’ We can choose faith over cynicism. We can choose to affirm that though it is broken and battered, this is still a beautiful world, with endless possibilities for redemption and hope. 


Yes, life is definitely not always fair, and if you are going through painful or dark times that you never expected, I wouldn’t be surprised if you said to me, ‘Pops, you just don’t understand.’ Perhaps you’d be right. But I also believe that what Frankl said is true. Life may have taken things from you that you never thought you would lose, but one thing remains which it cannot take . . . 


. . . your choice as to how you will live tomorrow.










Chapter 3


Living a life true to yourself
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A little while ago, an Australian palliative nurse called Bronnie Ware began to blog about her ex­­periences as she nursed people in the last weeks and months of their lives. These patients often shared their deepest feelings with her, and Bronnie said that time and time again they mentioned the same regrets. 


She wrote a book about it called The Top Five Regrets of the Dying.1 I haven’t spent as much time with the dying as Bronnie, but I can tell you that I have heard these same regrets aired by people – and not just by those who are near death, but by those who, in their later years, perceive that they have lived life in a way which has brought them little satisfaction. 


The first one she mentions is: ‘I wish I’d had the courage to live a life true to myself, not the life others expected of me.’


At the moment, there’s a television series being broadcast called Who Do You Think You Are? It takes celebrities on a tour that delves into their ancestry and helps them discover their roots. If you’ve never looked into your family tree, you should try it sometime. Just this month, I found your great-great-grandmother listed in the 1911 census. She was registered as a ‘widow’; only a few months earlier your great-great-grandfather was killed while working in a quarry just outside Cardiff. Her son, Clifford, aged ten, was listed in the census as well. Just five years later, that young man lied about his age at an army recruitment office, and months after that he was being gassed in the trenches in France. I also found your great-grandmother’s name on the list; she was called Mabel, and she was just one year old.
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