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Marianne has asked me to talk about my personal experiences. I hope that after you will all feel like sharing your thoughts and experiences and we can have a real discussion. We ended this morning’s session talking about doing good in the world so here are two thoughts.

Brian and Susie



Brian is a 9 year old child sitting at his desk. The teacher is talking about care of pets. All of a sudden there is a puddle between Brian’s feet. He thinks his heart is going to stop because he cannot imagine how this has happened. It has never happened before and he knows when the boys find out he will never hear the end of it and the girls will never speak to him as long as he lives. 

Brian believes his heart is going to stop. He put his head down and prays this prayer "Dear God this is an emergency. I need help now.”

He looks up from his prayer and here comes the teacher with a look in her eyes which says that he has been discovered.

Then a classmate Susie, is carrying a goldfish bowl filled with water. She trips in front of the teacher and inexplicably drops the bowl of water in Brian’s lap. He pretends to be angry but all the while is saying “Thank you God. Thank you”

Now instead of ridicule Brian is the object of sympathy. The teacher rushes him away for clean pants etc and the other children clean up round his desk. The sympathy is wonderful but the ridicule has been transferred to Susie. Clumsy Girl!

At the end of the day as they are waiting for the bus Brian walks over to Susie and whispers “ You did that on purpose didn’t you?” Susie whispers back. I wet my pants once too”.

May God help us to see the opportunities that are always around to do good. And to believe that God will answer our prayers in His/Her way. 

“In as much as you do it unto the least of my brethren you do it unto me”

ANYWAY from a sign on the wall of Shishu Bhavan, a childrens’ home in Calcutta.

People are unreasonable, illogical and self centred,
Love them anyway
If you do good people will accuse you of selfish ulterior motives
Do good anyway
If you are successful you win false friends and true enemies
Succeed anyway
The good you do will be forgotten tomorrow.
Do good anyway
Honesty and frankness make you vulnerable
Be honest and frank anyway
What you spend years building may be destroyed overnight
Build anyway
People really need help but may attack you if you help them
Help people anyway
Give the world the best you have and you’ll get kicked in the teeth
Give the world the best you’ve got anyway

Asa wife, a mother, grandmother of 6 granddaughters, a social worker and a magistrate, as well as a clergy wife I have grown more used to trying to listen than to speak - although others might disagree! I find it quite hard to speak from personal experience without sounding pompous or smug. In spite of various medical problems I have had and am having a fascinating and exciting life with a loving family. Suffice to say I have learnt and am still learning from all the wonderful and sad people I have met, over seven decades far more than I have ever given to them as I tried to help. As quoted in the Black Friar magazine Felix Randall “seeing the sick endears them to us, us too it endears”.

As I reflected on my peak experiences I realise that I cannot really differentiate between the secular, religious and spiritual because in some senses they are all one. Life is not compartmentalised but all experiences make up the whole of this muddled, funny, suffering, unjust, glorious world in which we all live. I wrote some of this on a lovely holiday in Spain. I felt devastated by the sufferings in China, in Burma, India and Lebanon. Yet, to my surprise, we managed to enjoy ourselves. We experienced Tai Chi for the first time, a marvellous, meditative communion with our bodies and nature, with the sky and the earth. We swam every day, we met people from all over the world and we visited new fascinating places.

Before I try to speak about my special moments of what I call “otherness” I need to say a little about my beginnings.

I had a reasonably happy wartime childhood, but developed asthma at four when my father went away for three years, which caused many absences from school. Inhalers were unheard of in those days. I attended a grammar school, was always overweight and quite happy to be nicknamed Tubby by my friends. It was not much of a stigma in those days but I hated gym and showers!! It was in the sixth form that I became aware of the poverty and broken relationships amongst some of my school friends and their families and this led me to want to do social work. Over the years at school I always lacked confidence in my own abilities but enjoyed taking part in the CEWC, junior branch of the United Nations and in the Schools Christian Association which was very broad in its approach. To my surprise I was elected Head Girl. This gave me some confidence and I joined the Debating Society and became left wing and outspoken and later joined in CND marches. I also fell in love for the first time.

My parents were both lapsed Methodists and I had attended the local Church of England Sunday School and later the Unitarian Youth group where we had regular inter faith services This was in the 1950’s way before I met Marcus. We had lively discussions and disagreements at home about faith, about politics, and I met many interesting people from all over the world. My father was Australian and came over to do his PhD at Cambridge University. He met my mother from Devon and they settled in Cambridge. 

I decided to read Sociology at London University, now quite a popular subject but in those days fairly unusual. I was soon a militant atheist, even started a pipe smoking group, but became involved through friends with evangelical Christians who prayed openly for my conversion. These were also Billy Graham days and I went to one of the rallies.

This brought me to my first real religious/spiritual experience. I was alone sitting quietly in my room in the hostel where I was living when I had an overwhelming feeling of coming to the end of myself and into Christ which brought amazing peace and forgiveness. This was decision time and I have never been able to forget this first commitment and have tried often very inadequately to live by it. I actually became quite unbearable for a year or so praying for the conversion of others. I went regularly to meetings of the Student Christian Movement and to various churches but did not want to join a denomination. I wanted to be a Christian. I was told by several ministers that I had to commit to one group. I have to admit all this was combined with relationships with boy friends etc. I became involved in good works and amongst other activities helped to run a club for unclubbables in Shoreditch, later burnt down by the members, and to teach cookery at the Bermondsey settlement. I always felt I should be out in the secular world and not staying in a cosy state with like minded people. Going to services etc was for refuelling.

Anyway, time passed. I had my first social work job with the then London County Council and attended the Christian Community, connected with the teachings of Rudolph Steiner and anthroposophy based in Swiss Cottage. By this time my four year friendship with my unofficial fiancé was over and I was fancy free but my subsequent boy friends were always people interested in religion. If I wanted a long term relationship he had to be a person of faith. I finally left the Christian Community because altthough the friends were beautiful, intelligent and artistic this was not a group for everyone and I wanted to join a fellowship where all are at home and welcome.

I returned to work in Cambridge as a child care officer dealing with childrens’ homes, fostering and adoption as well as court work a job I did in various capacities for the next sixteen years in Kent, Hackney and Somerset. Most of the people with whom I worked had some sort of faith belief in those days but increasingly those with whom I now work have no religious beliefs and we have great discussions when time allows which is increasingly rare.

I had six years of very satisfying work in Cambridge and was involved in all sorts of sad and moving stories which there is no time to recount here. I became a good Methodist and even got my mother back to church and to attend Class Meetings. I also became Secretary of World Refugee Year locally and secretary of the Fellowship of Reconciliation. Christian Pacificism was becoming very important and I also attended some Quaker meetings.

It was during this time that I met Marcus and we had a five year courtship. I had never imagined that I would end up marrying a future Anglican clergyman, although he is not quite the normal run of the mill! He beat me at table tennis and I had always said I would marry the man who could do this (How arrogant can we get?). He, of course, did not know this stipulation! We married in Wesley church in 1964 after his year in India and I joined him briefly at his theological college in Wells before we moved to Highgate.

We joined the World Congress of Faiths also in 1964 

Life since that moment has been a whirlwind of rich experiences and activities! We had our daughter and son in quick succession, I having got pregnant on the honeymoon. Our son arrived 11&half; months later. Those of you who know Marcus know that he does not like wasting time! Having babies is one of life’s very rich experiences and for me, after the pain, it was on both occasions, a spiritual/religious joyful time shared with Marcus.

Another peak experience is being with the dying. In my work with kidney patients now I meet with dying people of all ages. But it was holding hands with both my parents as they were dying, a tremendous privilege, that again was a profoundly religious occasion for which I shall always be immensely grateful and which left no guilt for what might have been left undone. My father had a malignant brain tumour and was able to talk about his mother stretching out her hands to welcome him. He never managed to see her again after he came over to England. My mother, on the other hand, in her dementia was frightened of dying although when I suggested saying the Lord’s Prayer she sat up in bed and told me she was perfectly capable of saying it herself if she wanted to! She died shortly afterwards.

I recall two special incidents from social work. I always chose to work in secular local authorities. 

A 20 year old girl, diabetic took an insulin overdose following a break up with a boy friend. She survived but was brain dead for several years lying in a community hospital bed in a coma. I saw her mother almost weekly during that time. She could not let her daughter go. Finally we had a meeting with her and all the staff at the hospital and agreed to withdraw the diabetic treatment. I was with the mother at her death a few days later. She looked peaceful and relaxed at last and after much soul searching I knew this was the right decision. The mother is now a lay reader and also trained in social work and has retained contact with me. She felt she had undergone a profound spiritual experience at her daughter’s death.

The other story is about a man dying of a brain tumour in some spiritual and emotional turmoil having lost contact with all his relations. With help we managed to trace a brother not heard of for forty years. That man died happily and at peace.

As a magistrate it was not always easy in this secular legal world to feel totally at ease with the limited decisions we had to make although we always tried to think of rehabilitation as well as suitable punishments for society. Restorative justice where the victim meets the defendant which is practised in the Thames Valley seems to me one of the more positive actions taken in the Criminal Justice system. I recall one young man high on drugs to whom we gave a treatment order coming back to court and living elsewhere now saying he had had a truly resurrection experience.

In the Interfaith world with Marcus there have been many wonderful times. In 1993 we were in Bangalore, in Japan and then in Chicago within three weeks and moved from Wiltshire to Oxford the day after we came home to try and help set up the International Interfaith centre. Working with interfaith activists in Bangalore was a truly wonderful spiritual and religious experience. In Japan we marched with the Shintos and it was there that I had my mysoge religious event. We were prepared for this by saying prayers and dressing in white and were taken to a waterfall late at night. It was quite cold. I had an amazing nature experience when I felt completely at one with the waterfall I could not tell which was me and which was the waterfall. I felt exhilarated and excited and very happy and could not stop talking about it. Another different sort of experience was at Mount Abu in India with the Brahma Kumaris. We were meditating with eyes half open. I forgot my body completely when I no longer saw the bodies of the fifty or so people around me but only the bright auras around them. At the time I knew nothing of auras and chakras and am only at the beginning of learning. When I told the Dadi of this she smiled and said this had been a gift but I should not try and repeat it.

As many of you know we have led many interfaith pilgrimages/trips abroad in India, Europe and especially Israel/Palestine and met many wonderful people. Just one peak experience… on the Lake of Galilee singing “Dear Lord and Father of Mankind” in a fishing boat and later sharing Holy Communion by the lake, a very moving, almost tearful occasion and overwhelming peace.

One of the amazing privileges of our life has been being involved in parish life. The Anglican church uniquely feels responsible for everyone within the parish boundaries and therefore we always involved ourselves in the community as well as amongst those who formed the fellowship of church members. Joining in the joys and sorrows of many people and sharing happiness at baptisms and weddings and sadness at funerals has been a great honour. As a Christian it has always been vital to share our faith and to grow together and the communion of those who are like minded is very important. As I watch friends who have received Holy Communion returning to their seats I pray for them in their individual needs and hopes. I believe that we all need some group or fellowship that knows us, can gently criticise us and share our joys and concerns to help in the healing process we all need at times. You may not agree with this and there are others who seek solitude rather than having to put up with, sometimes, tiresome human beings! The music associated with worship is very important to me and I recall many special moments with several hymns such as “The Spirit of the Lord is moving in this place.”

I realise that my examples have been mostly people orientated and that many have found their peak experiences in nature, in meditation, and in being alone. I, too, have experienced such special moments but believe their value is expressed in the service of others. I leave it to you experts to label and classify what sort of experiences I have had. Thank you for listening. I will finish with a poem from the recent Interreligious Insight magazine which illustrates how I feel, still only at the beginning of a spiritual journey.

This is by Denise Levertov who died last year.

“But we have only begun to love the earth
We have only begun to imagine the fullness of life
How could we tire of hope, so much is in bud,
How can desire fail,we have only begun
To imagine justice and mercy
Only begun to envision
How it might be to live as siblings with beast and flowers……
Not yet, not yet
There is too much broken
That must be mended
Too much hurt we have done to each other
That cannot yet be forgiven
We have only begun to know the power that is in us
If we would join
Our solitudes in the communion of struggle.
So much is unfolding that must
Complete its gesture,
So much is in bud."

Thank you
