









Quest for the Enlightened Feminine

“I loved Anna’s book. As someone also on a spiritual journey, I welcomed her openness and honesty when describing the highs and the lows of this journey—the intense experience of love and light and, at the same time, the bruising and painful struggles with her ego in its many manifestations. Anna was not afraid to plough her own furrow, turning away from a conventional life and truly honouring what it means to search for her truth. In that journey, Anna finds compassion for herself and the world and a deep and enduring sense of peace and presence that lies in the background of awareness, waiting to be noticed and enjoyed—a context within which suffering no longer holds her in its thrall.”

~ Rachel Lebus, psychotherapist and
mindfulness meditation teacher

“Initiated by a life-changing dream, Anna abandons all that is familiar, to follow her inner calling. Eventually, she discovers Tara, the feminine aspect of Tibetan Buddhism, and embarks on a pilgrimage to understand this deity in all of her aspects. This healing journey eventually brings her home. Told in a compelling, unsparingly honest and contemporary way, this is a woman’s story of journeying into the heart of the divine, through the Tibetan Buddhist teachings and through discovering Tara. Clear and insightful as she shares her longings and vulnerability, this is a spiritual quest for our times, when the reemergence of the feminine is what is needed to heal and transform our crisis-ridden world. This book is a companion, a guide, a support, and a reminder of the living presence of the divine within us all.”

~ Dr. Sara Trevelyan, psychotherapist,
interfaith minister, and author of Freedom Found

“This is a wonderful and informative book. Anna teaches us that Christianity and Buddhism are not mutually exclusive but are complements of each other. The author writes in such an honest and fresh manner that cannot fail to delight her readers. A must for anyone seeking a spiritual path. I didn’t want to put this book down.”

~ Lolai O’Dwyer, sales manager and mother 

“Quest for the Enlightened Feminine is the engaging and entertaining recounting of one woman’s path towards enlightenment. Her pursuit of higher spiritual understanding has been punctuated by tough challenges, deep disappointments, and times of fundamental realization and profound insight as her path guided a constant expansion of her consciousness. I found the book a fascinating read and learned a lot from it. And, of course, such a journey never really ends.”

~ Peter Rhodes-Dimmer, retired international businessman
and author of The Human Journey

“The spiritual quest—when it arises, it can become a driving passion, often with many challenges. Anna Howard, in this personal narrative, shares with us the agonies and ecstasies she has encountered along her particular path. The spiritual journey indeed varies for all of us, and I have found this book a heart-warming read, inspiring, and reminding me of my own spiritual unfoldings.”

~ Kenneth Ray Stubbs, Ph.D., author of The Essential Tantra
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Foreword

When I arrived in Scotland in 1969, I was a rebel on the run, a restless and confused young man who found it difficult to adapt to life at Samye Ling Monastery. Samye Ling was the first Tibetan Buddhist Centre in the West, founded two years earlier by my brother Akong Rinpoche and one of my teachers and friends, Trungpa Rinpoche. Samye Ling was a far cry from the monasteries I had known in Tibet and very scruffy compared to His Holiness the Karmapa’s monastery at Rumtek in Sikkim, where I had been living.

It took me a long time to realize that, if I really wanted happiness and to make those I loved proud of me, I had to change. After years of resisting the teachings and practices that my life was immersed in—the means to bring about the changes I knew were needed—I decided it was time. To everyone’s surprise, and within a very short period of time, I had taken life ordination as a gelong monk and had embarked on a long retreat in Woodstock, New York, in the United States.

By the time I became abbot of Samye Ling, the Dharma and my devotion and commitment to practice had brought about a radical transformation. I could see the struggles and unhappiness that seemed to blight the lives of Westerners, despite the material comforts they enjoyed, and understood the confusion that arose with an unbridled embrace of the many attractions and distractions on offer.

I wanted to help them. I wanted to create opportunities for them to experience the same benefits of the Dharma I had been given, and which my brother Akong was seeking to provide. For me, that meant finding ways to allow Westerners to take ordination; the stability, discipline, structure, and purpose afforded by the robes was something I wanted to make available for others.

It took me a while to realize that this was a lot to ask of young Westerners with no previous history or experience of Buddhism or the Tibetan culture. Those early years were wonderful in many ways, but nowadays I take a more pragmatic approach to ordination and monastic vows.

I welcome Anna’s honest and revealing account of her experience as a Western laywoman encountering the teachings of Tibetan Buddhism for the first time and the struggles she went through. There were often greater challenges for women wanting to study Buddhism, certainly historically, as the Tibetan culture was, and still is, very traditional. Women were expected to become good wives and mothers rather than nuns or teachers.

We have a female Buddha in our tradition known as Tara, whose story is often a source of inspiration and encouragement for women. Tara is seen as the mother of all the Buddhas and is widely revered and loved throughout Tibet by laypeople and monastics, men and women alike. Despite the rocky nature of the connection between the author and myself in the early years, she took a strong interest in Tara and the Dharma and was a determined student. As with so many other young people living at Samye Ling at that time, there were many ups and downs—we were all learning together.

Integrating Tibetan Buddhism into Western culture will take time. There is ongoing debate about how much it should adapt in order to become more palatable for Westerners and how much it should seek to preserve the traditional ways in which Tibetan Buddhism is taught and practised. I see this book as an interesting and important example of how integration can happen. It is heart-warming to see how Christianity and Buddhism can complement one another and both support the development of compassion and wisdom within the mind. Spiritual development is the bedrock of human happiness and wellbeing, as I see it, and religious differences need not be an obstacle.

I hope everyone who reads this book will receive great benefit. Spanning over 30 years of adult life, it offers insights and inspiration for those who may be looking for spiritual direction, practical tools to help navigate the everyday chattering monkey mind, and a very human story of hope and self-discovery.



Choje Lama Yeshe Losal Rinpoche



Choje Lama Yeshe Losal Rinpoche is abbot of Kagyu Samye Ling Monastery and Tibetan Centre in Scotland, chairman of Rokpa Trust, and executive director of the Holy Isle Project.




Prayer to Jetsün Tārā for the Fulfilment of Wishes

by Jetsün Drakpa Gyaltsen*



Noble and compassionate Tārā, we pray to you:



May I and all sentient beings, infinite in number,



Purify the two obscurations and swiftly perfect the two accumulations,



And in so doing may we gain perfect enlightenment.



Until then, in all our lives,



May we find supreme happiness among gods and human beings,



And may all obstacles to the attainment of omniscience,



As well as harmful influences and disease,



All that brings untimely death,



All bad dreams and evil omens,



The eight major fears and all forms of harm,



All be swiftly pacified and eliminated.



May auspiciousness, happiness and prosperity,



Both worldly and transcendent,



Flourish and expand, and may all our wishes



Be effortlessly and spontaneously fulfilled.



May we endeavour in the practice, may the Dharma spread,



May we always meditate on you, and behold your perfect face,



May we realize the nature of emptiness, and



May precious bodhicitta develop and expand, just like the waxing moon.

*This text is extracted from Drakpa Gyaltsen’s Four-Maṇḍala Prayer to Tārā (sgrol ma’i gsol ‘debs maN+Dal bzhi pa). Jetsün Drakpa Gyaltsen. “Prayer to Jetsün Tārā for the Fulfilment of Wishes.” On Lotsawa House. Trans. Rigpa Translations. www.lotsawahouse.org/tibetan-masters/jetsun-drakpa-gyaltsen/tara-prayer-jetsun-chomden.


Preface

Many people have suggested over the years that I write down my story of how and why I gave up everything to pursue enlightenment, and the unexpected and often challenging consequences that arose. I have been reticent, because to write it down means to share very personal experiences in ways that might be construed as self-indulgent, when the very nature of the quest is to reduce the identity with, and clinging to, the ordinary self.

Yet, it occurred to me that it is often easier to relate to a human story than it is to understand abstract spiritual teachings and, if it’s true that our basic humanity is the same, then there is perhaps value in inviting others to journey a while in my footsteps—footsteps that became a path that helped me, and that perhaps can help others, to find a way out of suffering and into a life of far greater peace and inner happiness.

This book is one that I hope will benefit anyone who reads it. If it has crossed your path, I trust that there will be something in it that will bring you either inspiration or encouragement. It is a book that I think will appeal to readers questioning life and looking for a more spiritual direction, as well as to readers who are fully committed to their spiritual development and path but who may have encountered difficulties or doubts, or who simply like to meet like-minded friends along the way. Each one of us has a uniquely personal story and path, which no one else can live or walk for us, but we humans thrive in community and sharing our stories can be enriching and supportive.

I have also decided that now is the time to write this book—not because I have fulfilled my original quest to become enlightened but arguably because I haven’t! As you read this story, you will come to understand, I hope, why I might say this, and why this gives us all reasons for hope and joy.

May this book be a source of light and blessing in the world. May it bring us all closer to a state of grace, living in harmony and with love for ourselves, each other, and this precious, beautiful, and vulnerable planet.




Wild Edge of Longing

To see the beauty of another,

The truth, goodness and love.

To envy not the way of men but

Follow the ways of gods.

To know the edge of reason, the

Thundering of passion,

To kiss the tears of sadness whispering

Lost love and longing…

And breathe new life, joy, belonging.

To hold a body born of earth and fire

And never hold a moment.

Soft surrender to the waves of bliss

As the hard edge of fear and time

Shatters and dissolves in awe of the

Majesty of the Holy One.

There.

Between you and me. Within you

And me.

That is you and me.

Together. Apart.

One.






Part One

Following
the Call




Chapter 1

The Dream

It was a dream, but a dream that changed everything. I don’t recall anything particular happening that would trigger such a dream, but I was questioning many things at the time and had become curious about the spiritual dimension of life.

I recall being in a small church, with just a handful of people in the congregation. The organ was playing gentle music whilst a plain-clothed priest prepared bread and wine at the altar. For no apparent reason, the music abruptly changed mid-cadence and, like a magician casting a spell, enveloped me in a dark and very sinister field of energy.

I began to feel a ground-shaking fear unlike anything I had felt before, which only intensified as the priest came towards me bearing a chalice from which I was supposed to drink. In this chalice appeared to be blood—not the healing blood of Christ but rather, a sacrificial blood, one that I felt would steal my very soul were it to pass my lips.

As he came closer I began to shake, and suddenly from the depths of my being cried out, “Save me Jesus.” I don’t know where these words came from—I was certainly no Evangelical at the time—but they seemed totally natural when encountering the sheer, existential terror that gripped me in that moment.

All of a sudden, directly in front of me, a figure with long hair wearing a beige robe appeared. He had the most compassionate, loving eyes I had ever gazed upon, and there was no doubt in my mind that this was Jesus. As he looked at me, his eyes radiated ever more compassion and love until every cell of my body was filled and saturated. I began to experience more peace and bliss than I’d ever known; it was as if all prayers were answered at once and all sorrows and cares evaporated. As this feeling sank in, so I heard the words: “This is who you really are. This is who everyone really is.”

* * *

I woke up. Jesus was gone, and the church and the priest were gone, but the feelings of peace, deep love, and total bliss remained. So strong were these feelings I couldn’t leave the house; instead, I needed to stay still and undisturbed and allow this experience to integrate and permeate my being. For three days, my sensitivity was heightened to a degree that felt unsustainable in the “real” world, which felt noisy, busy, and overwhelming to a degree that was almost torture. I remember walking into Woodstock, the small Oxfordshire market town where I lived, and leaning into any wall I passed—anything to ground myself and return to normal functioning.

Gradually the intensity of my vision abated, and my ordinary mind began to return. This was not altogether welcome. I didn’t find life easy at the best of times, and was often beset by some emotional travail or another. The temporary respite I’d had from my own mind was a glimpse into another way of being, but as familiar thoughts, feelings, reactions, and memories took hold again, I realized that there was no short-circuiting the work needed to truly become the person, the being, I’d been told I was—and indeed, experienced myself to be.

For a while, I lived with this double reality—half here, half not here. I might understand this now as the coexistence of relative and ultimate reality, as it would be described within Buddhism, but at the time my only frame of reference was a Christian one. The meeting I’d had with Jesus didn’t fade like an ordinary dream, however. Something had happened that had changed everything forever. I needed to figure out what that meant and what I was going to do about it. Or so I believed. Doing rather than being was all I knew at that point.

As time passed, a sense of vocation seeded itself within me. The further the experience of peace and oneness receded, the deeper and greater the human longing for its return, and the growing conviction that nothing in this world could ever bring that about.

If Jesus not only knew who I really was but was Himself the full embodiment of this magnificence and capable of transmitting this information, this knowing, then He was the one I had to turn my heart and attention towards. I had to become like Him; to give my life to Him in some meaningful way—a way that would transform my earthly failings and sorrows, or allow me to transcend them, so that the version of myself He’d revealed to me was indeed a living truth that shone into this world with its qualities of total love, compassion, peace.

I sought answers in the Christian Church. I’d often been drawn to monasteries or convents, choosing most years to spend a week on a retreat somewhere. In particular, I felt at home in Burford Priory in Oxfordshire and at St. Mary’s on Lindisfarne. Burford was a traditional Benedictine monastery, and St. Mary’s was an open Christian centre, but the warmth of hospitality was always a reminder of the nature of Christ. I was welcome, everyone was welcome; not because we were insiders or prospective converts, but because we were accepted as fully as Christ accepted all those He encountered. But if I wanted to give my entire life to this quest, where could I go? Where could I be? Where could I live?

I decided to try living amongst nuns in a convent for a week, but it would be a week of silence and a turning within in a context that supported and encouraged that. I found a convent in Surrey and entered with trepidation and joy.

There was nothing particularly inspiring about this convent, and it had the smell of an institution and religious house, which always put me off somewhat. Was it the worn, tattered sofas and furnishings that exuded a slightly old and stale aroma? Was it years of burning frankincense that seeped into curtains and carpets and left a lingering sweetness that wasn’t entirely pleasant but nevertheless focused the mind and turned it towards prayerful matters?

My room was simple and the Daily Office, the Benedictine rhythm of prayer, became my structure for the day. Getting up early for Matins and Lauds was a struggle, and I slept through a few of these, but I enjoyed all the others. As I slipped deeper into silence, I felt held by the structure of the monastic day and by the nuns and the convent itself. Silence unravels. When we enter retreat, we often feel that “the world is too much with us”, but it’s not easy to put it down. Only by removing ourselves completely and entering a very different way of life is it possible to leave the world behind in any significant way. This is one of the main purposes and values of retreat.

I’ve often heard people dismiss the value of the more enclosed religious life, seeing it as selfish and disconnected from the suffering of the world. In my experience, it’s the opposite: By dropping out of our worldly preoccupations, we enter the inner peace that naturally includes and loves all others as part of the bigger self, and when we come back to the world, we come back with those qualities more readily expressed and available for others. Convents, monasteries, and centres of religious or spiritual focus are not easy places to live, and most communities work hard in every respect to maintain a stable, loving environment that fosters wellbeing and spiritual nourishment for themselves and others. There has undeniably been abuse within religious orders and organizations, and, sadly, continues to be in places, but it would be wrong to assume that they were, or are, closet dens of iniquity as a result.

In the protected confines of the convent, silence was as natural as breathing. Time was dedicated to what is known as the Great Silence or Noble Silence, so it was easy to stop talking. What wasn’t so easy was to get beyond the chattering mind. It was so loud! The sounds of the world mask and drown out the noise going on inside our own heads, and perhaps that’s why so many people seem to need radio or television constantly playing in the background. Our chattering minds are like tinnitus with thoughts, and when we’re not actively thinking, it can be a shock to discover just how busy the mind is of its own accord. Thoughts, feelings, judgements, memories—on and on and on they go, unchosen and out of control.

As I began to realize this, I became quite alarmed and felt increasingly trapped. There was so little space, and these thoughts were unbidden and operating without a thinker. I knew nothing about meditation at this point, and didn’t yet have any tools to work constructively with what was being uncovered. So, instead, I found solace through distraction or redirecting my focus. I went for walks in the woods, attended the Offices, read books, and tried to talk to Jesus, finding Him in the many statues around the convent and, in particular, in the chapel above the altar.

It was during this week that I also discovered a power within the Eucharist I had not touched into before. I paid more attention than usual to the words of the Liturgy and reflected on the meaning of the bread and wine as the body and blood of Christ. Within the Church of England, the bread and wine were symbolic, mere representations, but in the Catholic Church, the bread and wine actually became the body and blood of Christ. Yuck, I used to think. How can the Church advocate feasting on human flesh and blood like a cannibal?

But as I pondered these options and partook of the Eucharist on a daily basis, I noticed something changing. When I ate the bread, nothing much happened, but after drinking the wine as well, an inner fire would come up from either my heart or the depths of my belly, spreading throughout my body and mind and bringing a sense of peace and loving intimacy with Jesus. Hmmmm.

This was a taste of the overwhelming experience I’d had in the dream, a reminder. Occasionally I’d dismiss it as the effects of alcohol on a sensitive system, but surely not after one watered-down sip? When I went into the feeling, exploring it with awareness, it seemed that both the Anglican and Catholic traditions pointed to the Truth: As symbols, the bread and wine were ways to enter the mystery of who Jesus was and is. From within that mystery, where merging with Jesus happened and generated the experience of being one with Him, it seemed entirely possible that the transfiguration of the bread and wine into His body and blood had indeed taken place. It wasn’t disgusting at all. Such was the purity of His body and blood they had become elixirs, transformative agents in their own right, brought about through an inner alchemy intrinsic to the consciousness of Jesus.

And so the silence deepened.

As the days passed, the chattering mind I was experiencing slowed down and quietened. Or so it appeared to the one observing. But who was the one observing? I hadn’t yet learnt to ask that question but later, it would prove invaluable in the search for, and understanding of, the nature of the Self.

Instead, my experience was of a quality of silence that felt like being at the bottom of the sea. There was a heaviness, a fullness, about it. It seemed to engulf everything, pulling me inwards and away from superficial activities or words. The desire to speak receded, and I lost interest in any kind of conversation with fellow retreatants beyond necessities. But there was no sense of isolation or disconnection, and I didn’t mind the presence of others; there was a sense of meeting and togetherness in the shared space. But there was no grasping, no effort, no social niceties, no concerns about what others might think, no needs of any kind.

What a relief! My job as a broadcaster meant a lot of talking. A lot of words, of engagement with people that required intense questioning, and heaven forbid there was ever any silence; “dead air” was the broadcaster’s nightmare. Yet here I was, discovering how much life was being restored in the acres and hours of “dead air” within and around me.

Occasionally, a word or a sentence would float into my mind, and I would look at it. Was this useful? Did it need to be spoken? Was it worth interrupting the silence, emerging from this golden cocoon, to make ripples on the surface of the water with a few words? So often, it wasn’t, and the words would float away like spectres into the dark.

The more I let go, the more important it seemed that speech, if it were to be proffered, carried within it the essence of this Noble Silence, and so transmitted something of that inherent fullness of beauty and love to whoever received the words.

Words became living entities, language revealed its power to create or destroy, and much in between. But those words that carried the essence of silence were sacred. They touched the soul and could open it to a remembrance of its core essence and where it came from. They could reach out across the abyss and grab your attention, drawing you back to the Source from where all life originates. These words were not just words; they were agents of the Divine!

“In the Beginning was the Word”, the primordial sound emerging from a vast nothingness, the very beginning of the journey of pure energy into manifest form. The Ancients in the East call that sound OM. Was that the Word? Or was the Word already more formed than this resounding syllable implies?

As my week drew to a close, I had settled into the rhythm of monastic life and silence so comfortably I didn’t want it to end. I never wanted to speak again. I could have lived in retreat like this forever.

I still believed that if I wanted anything enough, it could happen; that if I found something I liked, then that experience of liking would never change; that finding what I liked and getting really attached to that was the way to find lasting happiness. I had no real understanding of the nature of mind, and therefore, no idea that such thoughts and beliefs were completely at odds with the true spiritual path.

What I did realize was that there was a significant difference between being on retreat, left to my own devices and without responsibility, and being a member of the community, where responsibilities abounded and vows kept everyone and everything in order. It was not possible to stay more than a short period in retreat, lest enthusiasts like me get tempted perhaps to book in for a life of idle escapism.

But I didn’t much like the look of life on the other side, either: all those very early starts, unattractive clothes, being told what to do, no break from the routine, total confinement, incessant readings from the Bible, and worse than school, no option to question its authority or deviate from the vow of obedience (or chastity, for that matter).

Fulfilled and content as I was in the convent, I realized that exchanging my worldly life with all its pitfalls and challenges for the life of a nun was probably “too soon”. I was in my twenties and, despite the freedom I’d felt during my week, a lifelong commitment felt like an early grave, and I knew I couldn’t do it.

My inner silence was shattered; thoughts came crashing in. An overwhelming sense of familiarity with life as a nun took hold, and it seemed as if memories from other lives came flooding in: quiet, peaceful lives; lives of unhappy cloistering against my will; lives of persecution; lives of aching for a “love” outside the monastery. No, I couldn’t take this path.

I’d also tasted a few “forbidden fruits” and had a strong sense that there was the possibility of as genuine a spiritual path in a sexual relationship as there was in a life of celibacy. One was not better than the other. In fact, the cruelty of some nuns and the misery etched in certain faces convinced my young mind that giving up sex for the wrong reasons was a bad idea. I had no idea if this was the reason behind their alleged cruelty, but when I thought of how bad-tempered I could be when sexually frustrated, I assumed they might be the same. I wasn’t familiar with the mental habit of “projection” and, like many people, saw much of the world through the eyes of my own experience.

Throughout the turbulence of this penultimate day, answers were coming thick and fast. I had discovered a way to connect deeply with the experience of my dream, with the love of Jesus, and I admired the nuns who’d stepped into this life, for better or worse. I was like them in some respects, but oh so different in others.

Those differences were sending me back into the world, to search elsewhere for a place to live out my vocation. I was hugely grateful for this week in the convent, and sad to leave. I left in an in-between state, neither fully in the world nor completely out of it. It was a confusing place to be—a place that Buddhists would refer to as a bardo and regard as an opportunity, a gap in the apparent solidity of experience that offered a glimpse into a much greater truth.

However, I just felt confused. I returned to my job and my home, and life carried on without any major interruptions or change externally. I thought things might settle, but they didn’t. Like low grumblings of thunder in the background, I couldn’t get away from what I had been shown and told in my dream, and I knew that there had been many people throughout history who had found themselves on a quest for Truth, for that “peace which passeth all understanding”. I wasn’t going to be let off that hook.




Chapter 2

Healing Hands

After the disappointment of not finding my answer in the life of a monastic, my thoughts turned to the only other formal expression of a Christian vocation I knew: the Church itself.

I had been both baptized and confirmed in the Church of England and, despite my love of the “bells and smells” of high ritual in the Catholic Church and indeed, its greater focus on Mary, Mother of Jesus, which felt balancing to me, I wasn’t about to undergo a full conversion.

As a broadcaster for BBC Radio Oxford, I had recently started my own programme, one I’d been dreaming of for years and finally been given permission to do. It was called My Life and featured hour-long interviews with the great and the good of the county telling their life story with selected pieces of music to complement this. It was not unlike Radio 4’s long-standing Desert Island Discs but with a touch of In the Psychiatrist’s Chair, or so I liked to think. I’d trained in Psychology at university and was very interested in the deeper drives behind people’s choices in life and how certain key events shaped their thinking, their beliefs, and who they were as people.

One of my guests had been The Rt. Rev. Richard Harries, then Bishop of Oxford. I’d enjoyed meeting him enormously and found his capacity to talk about spiritual matters very compelling. Here was someone whose life and work were both deeply informed by his faith and who’d found a way to be “in the world” whilst having his sights firmly focused on much that was not “of this world”.

I wondered if he could help. If anyone could guide me through this discernment process in relation to the Church, I felt that he could. On receipt of my letter, he kindly agreed to see me, and I ventured over to his home office in North Oxford. I remember being somewhat intimidated by the library of religious books that filled the shelves and tabletops of Bishop Richard’s comfortable room, but I noted with particular interest his most recent publication, Art and the Beauty of God (Mowbray, 2000).

We chatted over a very English cup of tea, and whilst I couldn’t pretend this was a cosy cuppa with the local parish vicar, our conversation flowed easily and happily, with tables somewhat turned, as I was the one revealing thoughts and feelings I wouldn’t readily share with many.

Things were going well, until the question: “Which church do you attend?”

Silence. Memories of my interview at Wadham College flooded in, followed by those of my job interview at Radio Oxford.

I recalled my acute embarrassment when asked by the German tutors at Wadham to show understanding of a poem they’d given me about Orpheus.1

“Do you know the name of Orpheus’s wife?” they had asked.

I did not . . . despite the fact that it was written in the poem I had just read! I was too nervous to take much in and instead, stumbled and blurted out, “Well, it wasn’t Apollo, because Apollo was a bloke.”

Oh God, I couldn’t believe these words had actually come out of my mouth. One of the tutors burst out laughing, and I turned bright pink, but then he kindly guided my agitated, blurred attention to another line later in the poem.

“Oh, Eur-ee-dike,” said I.

“Eury-dee-see!” said he.

Fast-forward to the manager’s office at Radio Oxford, where I was interviewed by a board of three managers and editors. I remember nothing of this interview beyond the ever-changing cloudscapes outside the window that captured my gaze as I struggled to answer questions about local politics and editorial policies. But I recalled that I hadn’t been rejected; I’d got into Oxford and I’d got into the BBC. There was hope.

So I said: “I don’t go to church.”

Bishop Richard looked a little surprised, but skilfully moved the conversation to assist me in finding a Church I might feel an affinity with and start there. He ascertained that High Anglican might suit my Catholic leanings and suggested Mary Magdalene Church in central Oxford. The presiding priest was well respected and apparently gave good, intelligent sermons; frankincense was wafted liberally; and Sunday service was conducted as a Mass. I was enthusiastic and gratefully bounced out of the bishop’s office to begin the next stage of my quest. Was I destined to become Rev. Howard once I’d got the hang of this Church thing?

The following Sunday, I made my way to the church and took my place in the congregation. I sang along with the hymns, listened to the sermon, took Holy Communion, and entered into the Liturgy with as much open-hearted curiosity and willing participation as I could muster. But it felt alien. I felt like a fraud, paying lip service to the words on the pages in front of me, singing along to hymns, whilst recalling the time I’d spent in an Evangelical church in London; all that happy guitar-playing and waving of arms in the air made me want to run for the hills. I was feeling something similar here. Although there was nothing Evangelical about this church, I felt imprisoned nonetheless and not an integral part of what was happening.
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