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WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT


THE GOSPEL OF FALLING DOWN


‘Mark’s book is humble, searching, faith-filled, and yet risky and creative at the same time. He is vulnerable throughout, much of it showing the depth and fruitfulness of having suffered along the way.’


Richard Rohr OFM


‘The forgiveness and unconditional love of God are our starting point, our present reality and our destination. That fundamental truth of the Christian faith, too often distorted by the Church, shines out of Mark’s book. There is much wisdom here, and I found it rang a whole bell-tower’s worth of bells for me.’


Trevor Dennis


‘Mark’s vision is insightful, what comes across to me is his willingness to penetrate those places that the ‘church’ so often stops short of. This book will be an opening of the heart for many readers.’


Canon Peter Spink, author and Founder of the Omega Order


‘This little book is tackling one of the biggest and deepest questions which, unexpectedly, brings us to the foundation of the Christian faith. Mark has discovered this through his own experience of falling down, or failure.’


Bishop Stephen Verney


‘What I most like about Mark’s book is the zest, quirkiness and sheer fun with which he creates and keeps open for us the space of brokenness and vulnerability as the highroad to Gospel living. May Mark’s hints at falling become ever more contagious!’


James Alison


“A heart-warming corrective, offering a perfect antidote to the urging for wholeness we so often hear from the New Spiritualties Movements. This book encourages us to value brokenness as much as accomplishment.”


Philip Carr-Gomm
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Dedication


It’s exactly two years since a most hauntingly beautiful piece of music, accompanied by an equally haunting and atmospheric video, was released over the internet. Where Are We Now? asked the legendary singer David Bowie through an older, wiser and somehow ‘broken yet beautiful’ voice. It was his 66th birthday and tears ran down my face as I sat watching the computer screen in disbelief. This year, I thought, he gives us a birthday gift. I’d given up hope of ever hearing a new Bowie song, as many other fans had, so it was like a resurrection.


And just a few days ago I came across a wonderful sentiment shared by this man’s wife, Iman, on social media, herself a remarkable and inspirational person. When I read it I thought it would make a perfect strapline for my book though, because it does not belong to me, I realised I couldn’t use it for my cover. However, I can use it here within this dedication. It said: ‘God Shines through the cracks of broken people.’ (Anita Krizzan)


So I dedicate this book on falling down to the ‘Man Who Fell to Earth’ and his wife, a truly inspirational couple who have helped me to view things differently and to look for the magic that comes through the cracks, crossroads and many ch-ch-ch-ch-changes that life on this planet involves.


To David and Iman


Thank you


Mark Townsend


8th January





Preface


I’ve always loved magic. It inspires awe and amazement, and awakens the childlike quality of curiosity in us all. Few people can convince us of another reality, so Mark’s combination of priest and magician is a well-chosen path. After seeing one of his ‘spiritual and magical’ YouTube films I was curious to hear where his inner murmurings led him. My wife Robin Clark and I have thus read and loved his books.


I was always taught to believe that God made us like a clay cup. This way we could be moulded to the odyssey of his will. Yet many believe themselves to be golden chalices and are blinded by their own brightness. I find Mark’s books, especially The Gospel of Falling Down, offer another door by which many can find that perfection will not necessarily lead to happiness.


Read, enjoy and find the magic and beauty that is already deep within you.


Carlos Alomar – Guitarist, Composer and Arranger
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Foreword to the New Edition


Oh crikey. I’m struggling to get any of this down. What if none of it makes sense? What if I don’t adequately convey what I really think about this book and its important message? What if I let Mark down? What if I even misspell some words (thank you spellcheck as I was stumbling over ‘adequately’ just then … what’s happened to me, I used to be able to spell like a spelling champion, now I sometimes write people and think it looks okay, until Monsieur Spellcheck underlines it)?


What if I fail in my task of writing this foreword for Mark? Will he send it back and ask for another one? Will he say nothing and not include it, and get someone better to write a proper foreword? Will he say nothing, and include it anyway? Which is worse?


Oh crikey.


Mark’s a courageous man. You’ll see that and feel it on every page of this book. For a priest to bare his soul, to explore his struggling and failing in full view is a brave thing. And that I have to call him ‘courageous’ and ‘brave’ illustrates precisely the problem that he’s addressing.


Maybe there have been times (and there will be times again) when to be honest and open about your failings and the dark times we all face was an acceptable, normal thing to do. Times when, if you stood up in a crowd and said, ‘Actually, I’m feeling rubbish, very down and I’ve got no idea what I’m doing,’ people wouldn’t think you were ‘brave’.


But Mark is brave because his context (the Christian Church) and our wider context (modern western society) doesn’t easily allow failure. We run a mile when we even sniff that someone is in trouble. And if you’re not used to running, that’s a painful thing to do.


Mark exposes the gap between what the Church thinks it is to be a ‘Christian’ and what Christ said and did; the gap between being a ‘Christian’ and a divine human being. And he sees this gap everywhere too (i.e. not just in Christianity): between our high expectations and our reality.


It seems to me that Mark has fallen on a fundamental and troubling paradox at the heart of Christianity and at the heart of life (remember, another aspect of Mark’s bravery was choosing a non-believer to write a foreword to his book): how can we aspire to holiness, improvement and success whilst at the same time loving others and ourselves when we’re not (holy, improving or succeeding).


Because of this essential paradox, we end up demonising (I use that word carefully) the apparent opposite of what we aspire to: the Christian doesn’t want to be seen as anything other than holy, certain, happy and in peace; the modern success-in-all-areas obsessed person doesn’t want to be seen as anything other than successful.


Yet Christ, as Mark points out, was most interested in the ‘sinner’; the prostitutes and the tax collectors (as an aside here, I like the fact that tax collectors were bunched together with prostitutes, something that wouldn’t happen these days given that tax collectors are hidden behind self-assessment tax forms, you’d have to go more for a group like traffic wardens … yes, that’s it, prostitutes and traffic wardens).


The world within a paradox is difficult to understand, but, somehow, it’s the sinner who is sacred, it’s the failure that is beautiful. Yet that’s not to say that the route to holiness is sinning and the path to beauty is failure.


The squaring of the circle, the practical living out of a paradox, it seems to me, requires the ability to hold opposite truths at the same time. At the same time as aspiring to my notions of success (holiness, happiness, compassion, peace, wealth, whatever you like) I fully embrace whatever I am now (unholy, unhappy, selfish, stressed, poor and whatever I don’t usually like). In fact, by fully embracing what I am apparently aspiring away from, I’m more likely to slip more naturally into the aspired-to states and qualities.


But that’s not easy to understand. Not with the decades we get on this planet. Not even with the couple of thousand years that Christianity has had on this planet.


It is the essential paradox.


And Mark, bless his soul, approaches it in this marvellous book.


Like him, I would, and I do, start by embracing my ‘failures’ and others’ ‘failures’. Let the rest look after itself.


And maybe, one day, we won’t be so brave for saying ‘I’m rubbish, I’m hopeless, I’ve failed’. It will be normal. Ahhhhhh, big sigh of relief.


John C. Parkin, author of F**k It: the Ultimate Spiritual Way





Foreword to the Original Edition


I first met Mark when he was training for ordination as a priest. We used to meet and talk about things that puzzled him. When he walked into the room I felt a sense of vitality. He was alive, and asking profound questions.


This little book is tackling one of the biggest and deepest questions which, unexpectedly, brings us to the foundation of the Christian faith. Mark has discovered this through his own experience of falling down, or failure.


His spiritual journey began with an intense ‘conversion experience’ within a small and loving Pentecostal church, but has since then taken him through many traditions, and through experiences from the spiritual world outside the confines of the Church. He is also an accomplished magician and member of The Magic Circle. He sees these magical skills as something that can open people up to the state of wonder, mystery and awe which (he believes) the modern Church, with all its changes for good, has sadly lost the ability to evoke.


This book is the result of him putting together his thoughts for a retreat which he was invited to conduct. The retreat had the same title, ‘The Gospel of Falling Down,’ and he was both surprised and delighted that it had a profound liberating affect on all who attended (me included). Here are a few comments from some of the participants:




Fantastic! It has given me the chance to start to live the life or find the life of happiness I have a right to have. It was just incredible!


Wonderful, enchanting and uplifting. It has been an amazing experience for considering where I am at.


Concepts, new and exciting. Mind imploding!!


Not heavy, but inspirational.


The realisation that failure can be creative would benefit many people. Keep saying these things Mark. They will unsettle people. The truth always does, but keep saying them … I am so glad I heard them … They are transforming me.





I have written this as an endorsement of that final comment!


Stephen Verney.





Introduction to the New Edition


I’m a mess. I’ve always been a mess. I drop things, break things, get things wrong and screw things up. And I’m not alone. Life is messy. People are messy. We’re born in mess, with blood (and sometimes shit) all over us. And we die in a mess, with tears flowing down upon us from loved ones who are also in a mess. Mess is part of who we are. Mess is an intrinsic part of life on this vast blue planet.


For the first part of my working life I lived as an imperfect and messy priest within a perfection-driven Church. It seemed to have forgotten that its own founder was born, lived and died in mess. I loved the Church, yet simultaneously hated it. I loved the underlying truth its messy First Century Founder taught – that we are loved and held and welcomed as we are. And I loved nothing more than enabling the broken, wounded and crapped upon to re-connect with that truth. But I hated the fact that such things as ‘respectability’, ‘political correctness’ and ‘keeping one’s nose clean’ were so often seen as the hallmarks of a ‘good’ Christian, rather than the ability to see magic in the messiest ones. I often watched tears well up in the eyes of those I talked to about their own inner beauty and acceptance, yet I could not extend that open armed embrace to myself.


I ended up hating myself.


I’m now 47 and, at long last, have begun to relax and be comfortable with myself – the messy and muddled self that I was always supposed to be. More than that – I’ve started taking risks again, to believe in myself, to trust that failure teaches us as much as success, and that it’s okay to be an occasional fuck up. That’s why this book is so important to me. It was first published seven years ago when I’d just left the Church of England and quickly became a synchronistic sign that there might be a new way of expressing myself and my vocation. I’ll explain what I mean by that in more detail shortly.


To date I’ve written and had published seven books and this, my first, is still the bestseller. I think it’s the subject that attracts people so much. Falling down is, after all, part of life. It’s something we can all relate to. However, since its original publication back in 2007 there have been many drastic changes and developments for me (on top of my leaving the C of E). I’ve also been through a colossal re-evaluation of my beliefs and spiritual practices. One of the most obvious differences between me as I am now and the ‘me’ who originally wrote this book, is that I now have one foot firmly planted in the Druidic (Earth-based) world. After leaving the Church of England I found myself more and more attracted to Contemporary Druidry and, consequently, have developed a very different way of understanding myself, the Divine, the planet and the spiritual path. I will detail some of that particular adventure within the new conclusion. However, for now, let me say this. While I have changed (in some ways beyond recognition) I still hold onto the core message of this book. Indeed I still regard The Gospel of Falling Down as ‘my baby’, though in need of a change of clothes.


I’ve learned so much over the past seven years that I felt this book needed a new introduction and conclusion, as well as some changes with regard to the language and theology used. I always held that it was more universalistic than most ‘Christian’ books, and many ‘non-Christians’ have written heartfelt letters of appreciation about it. However, in its original form it still reads as a largely ‘Christian’ book and I figured it needed to reflect my growing universalism more explicitly.


Another interesting point is that I have come to believe that the books we write can be predictive. I first discovered this after the publication of my second book The Wizard’s Gift. As a work of fiction The Wizard’s Gift was my imaginative attempt to write a fable for The Gospel of Falling Down. The strange thing was that by the time of its launch much of it had literally come true for me in my own life. The book tells the story of a suicidal man (Sam), wracked with guilt from his Christian past, who meets a mystical old man in a forest and is taken by him on a series of special experiences to awaken him. Sam is also given five special gifts, each of which unlocks a different mystery. I thought I had made the whole story up, including the experiences and gifts. But by the time I re-read it as a published work, I realised that I had described ahead of time some of my own experiences after leaving the Church. I also discovered that the objects which the old man gave to Sam as special gifts, and which I was convinced I’d invented, were also real. One of them was sitting on the table in real life wizard Uri Gellar’s front room when I had the pleasure of visiting him. I told him the story and he was as spellbound as a child on Christmas Eve.


So it seems, from observing my own experience, that a strange kind of synchronicity can be triggered when a person sends out creative ideas in the form of words (and probably other methods of imaginative self-expression). Or is it that we somehow ‘see’ the future and write it ahead of time? Whatever the cause of this amazing mystery, it’s a beautiful thing.


A more practical reason why books can be predictive in a different way is, I believe, because when you write a book with authenticity, you are required to follow your own teachings, or at least try to. Integrity demands it. Sometimes this can even be a subconscious impulse, as if some unnoticed internal guide makes you feel desperately uncomfortable when you come close to inadvertently betraying your own words.


It turned out that The Gospel of Falling Down was also predictive. I’ve learned that human beings do fall, and the cracks they produce often turn out to be gifts. Even though they cause pain they can awaken us to things we would not have been able to see were it not for them. However nothing could have prepared me for the particular fall, crack and pain I experienced shortly after the book was published in 2007. I wrote about it in my fourth book The Path of the Blue Raven so, rather than rewriting yet more prose, here’s a short extract:




I’ve always believed that one of the Church’s primary functions is to do with embracing the fallen and dispensing grace. However the truth is that while priest Mark Townsend never had a problem with offering grace to other messy souls he just couldn’t seem to do the same for himself. In the end the mess and unhappiness from his own journey proved too burdensome to be able to continue as a priest.


Consequences follow actions. It’s one of life’s most basic laws. We reap what we sow. This is a major reason why I refuse to hold on to the petty grudges and feelings of hostility towards those who’ve hurt me. Revenge is like drinking rat poison in an effort to kill the damn rodent. Venom, let loose, will only end up poisoning us.


But I didn’t need rat poison to hurt me. I had a habit of turning my anger and pain inward. So back in 2007 I decided to do something very risky, to put my money where my mouth was and unburden myself not to another anonymous counsellor, family member or friend, but to someone within the ecclesiastical world whose opinion I would have no option but to take note of. I needed to be brave enough to share all my shit and mess with this person and not only that, do whatever he recommended. That was my condition to myself.


I was about to move to a new post within the Church but my heart told me I needed to do something before I could feel free to be Installed. It all has to do with that word authenticity. In order to be made the new Priest in Charge, I would have to go through a ceremony where, among other things, I would be required to submit to the authority of both the Bishop and the Queen (Church and State). The Bishop would end the ceremony by giving me his blessing for my future as someone who shared his ‘cure of souls’. Both my previous Installation ceremonies were under my previous Bishop’s reign.


Well, my heart would simply not let me go through all this until I’d looked my Bishop in the eye and allowed him to see the ‘real Mark’. I knew that I would need to make something of a confession to him, and tell him about all the mess and muddle of the previous few years. There was literally no other way. I do believe in transparency, especially within the context of such situations as this. The problem was that one particular part of this mess was ‘big stuff’. Sure, I’d talked it through (and even made confessions) many times before (even to the Church hierarchy) but this man was my new Father in God. I simply could not stand before him, feel his hand of blessing on my head, and know that my sorry story was a secret.


I sought counsel from half a dozen or so trusted friends in dog collars. Only one of them thought I should do it. The rest said that, while my ‘mess’ was something that probably a quarter of the clergy of the land had (at some point) made, there was no point bringing up the past when it could threaten my future. I disagreed. A future would be no future at all if it were not authentic. I needed to risk everything in order to gain freedom. The freedom might have also included a new post in the country or it might not.
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