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News and Views from our Chairman
Dear Colleagues,
I must begin my letter to you by offering a huge thank you to David Phypers as he steps
down from his role as Secretary and Treasurer, a post he has held for eight years. David
has been indefatigable in his work for the RCA and besides all the necessary secretarial
and treasury duties I know he has been the first port of call for many of you with
enquiries. His responses have always been helpful, pastoral and knowledgeable and
many of you will have cause to be grateful to him. I am thankful too for the way he has
been a guide to me as I gradually eased my way into role as Chairman. We would like to
honour his work with a presentation to him. So if you would like to contribute to a
farewell gift, please write a cheque made out to the Retired Clergy Association with the
envelope containing it clearly marked “DP Presentation” and send it to our newly
appointed Secretary, The Revd Malcolm Liles, 473 City Road, Sheffield S2 1GF. Malcolm
is the East Midlands Dioceses’ Regional Representative on the RCA Council and I am
delighted he will taking on this role in the New Year.

David Phypers, Bishop Ian Brackley, and Malcolm Liles
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Hope for the World
Retirement for many of us brings an opportunity to spend more time with our
grandchildren. It is hardly surprising that we have anxieties about what the future may
hold for them and the world they will grow up in and inherit. This last year has seen the
world’s attention drawn again to the uncertainties of the Middle East situation and the
continuing threat of a terrorism that can strike anywhere. The birth of children brings
joy, celebration and hope. But one cannot sometimes help worrying about their future.
Will the human race never learn the ways of peace, justice, mercy and reconciliation,
not to mention greater care for our planet?
Looking at the Stars
Oscar Wilde wrote in one of his plays: “We are all in the gutter, but some of us are
looking at the stars.” The Christmas story is about “looking at the stars”. It offers us a
vision that does not avoid the pain, difficulty and sheer awfulness that can happen in
this life, but it does offer us a different perspective on life, its purpose and possibilities
under God. Mary and Joseph must have wondered what the future would hold for
them and their newborn son. It would all turn out so very differently from what they
might have imagined for him. Yet new life and new hope emerged for blinded and
crippled lives and a new way of perceiving the value of each individual life as precious
and unique in God’s sight. Now new life and new hope would always be possible for
troubled people and hungry nations. Can anyone doubt that that good news is still
needed in our world? God is, as he is in Jesus, therefore we have hope.
I pray you experience an Advent full of hope and enjoy a peaceful and blessed
Christmas.
+Ian Brackley

Welcome
A warm welcome to new readers, and also to four new contributors.
Andy Roland shares with us his delight in having in retirement turned to
writing. And we have received reviews from Christopher Wardale and
Peter Mullen. Peter’s are somewhat provocative, which I hope you’ll find
stimulating: they may even stimulate you to venture into print yourselves.
Last, warm thanks to Ron Wood for our cartoon.
Ed
Items for the next Newsletter should be sent to Robin Isherwood at
revslob@gmail.com before the end of February 2019
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Life at Stuart Court, Kibworth Beauchamp
Sheltered Housing for Retired Clergy, Widow/ers and lay Persons
The Church of England has seven Supported Housing Schemes dotted around the
country. One of these is Stuart Court, situated in the East Midlands, with easy access to
and from all parts of the country, by car or public transport.
Stuart Court nestles in the heart of the village of Kibworth Beauchamp, where there are
a large number of shops, including a Post Office, Co-op mini Superstore, chemist,
library, opticians, and our doctors’ surgery literally 20 yards from the entrance of the
home. There are excellent transport links to Leicester and nearby Market Harborough,
which has its own train station and from where the journey to London is only just an
hour.
The village has some lovely parks, and we do encourage residents to bring their pets if
they so wish. There are many social activity groups within the village such as walking
groups, Mothers’ Union, WI and theatrical groups. The list goes on, and of course there
is our local Church, St Wilfrid’s.
Our home has 29 self-contained flats, each with a fully fitted kitchen, lounge, bedroom,
hallway and bathroom. All the bathrooms have recently undergone full refurbishment,
and are now fitted with walk-in showers for ease of access. All rooms are fitted with
pull cords to connect to our nurse call system, should a resident have any difficulties or
require emergency assistance.
The home incorporates its own chapel, library, and common room. The central laundry
can be used directly by residents, or they may ask for assistance from staff. A large
dining room accommodates residents who wish to enjoy lunch together, exchanging
conversation, and relishing the meals prepared from scratch in our own kitchens from
locally sourced produce.
The Pensions Board has recently invested a large amount of money in the
refurbishment of the communal areas of the building, with new floor coverings
throughout, new dining room furniture and carpets, general upgrading of the kitchen
and common room, and installation of automatic entrance doors for ease of egress and
access. This is evidence of the Pensions Board’s intention to keep providing Supported
Housing for future generations.
The grounds of the home are extensive, mainly laid to lawn with shrubs and borders
and seasonal planting. There is plenty of seating, placed so residents can take a break
in the sunshine, or spend time reading or watching the bird life in the gardens.
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The age of residents living at Stuart Court ranges between the early 70s and 96. This
breadth provides the ground for good conversations and creates a nice balance for
social activities and church life.
Promoting independence helps residents to live life to the full and to use the home as a
base for exploring further afield, and to become a real part of the community both
within the home and outside of it, where residents are made to feel very welcome
indeed. We recommend people not leave it too late to move in, so that life can be
enjoyed every day, lived to the full as long as fitness permits.
Where possible we try to encourage people who may possibly have an interest in
joining us to come along for a free 2 night stay, to get the feel of the home, and to be
able meet other residents. In such a way prospective residents can get first-hand
experience of what it is like to live in Supported Housing, and explore the village, and
the breathtaking surrounding countryside.
We have a full team of staff to offer all the support an elderly person may need,
including domestic and laundry services. We can help any residents that may require a
package of care when the time comes as it is our aim to keep residents living
independently for as long as it is possible.
If you wish to contact us, to ask any questions, or to book a free stay at Stuart Court, or
to just pop in and look around, please contact either Bob White or Michelle Basey on
0116 2796266 or e-mail bob.white@churchofengland.org

Format
The sharp-eyed amongst you will have noted that we’ve returned to a
single-column format. This is a response to the reasonable point made by
several readers that it’s tiresome for those reading from a screen to keep
scrolling back to the top of the column.
Currently over 2,000 members read the electronic version of the Newsletter.
This is twice as many as those receiving the paper version in the post. The
last three members who have written to inform us of a change of postal
address have done so via e-mail. So this seems an opportune time to cut back
as far as we can on the mailings. The next hard issue of this Newsletter,
therefore (Summer 2019) will be the last one sent out to the current (postal)
mailing list. If you wish to continue receiving the Newsletter in the post after
that, please inform the incoming secretary of the Association, Malcolm Liles
at 473 City Road, SHEFFIELD, S2 1GF.
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Writing in Retirement

www.bibleinbrief.com

The Start
We did not have an organist in my former parish, nor did we
have many weddings. When we did, Chris Day from St
Elphege’s RC church came and played. He started to suggest
that I might think about writing a book, and that is when I
found out that he ran his own publishing business. For some
time I had had the idea of writing something to help people
read the Bible, so we agreed to have coffee together.
We met at a local garden centre. Chris said, ‘You may think this
is a strange thing for me to ask, but what are your next two
books going to be?’ I was able to satisfy him that I was not
going to be a one-trick pony, and he agreed to take me on.
Getting going
I did not do any writing before I retired. I felt guilty about people I should be visiting or
admin I should be doing. Only in retirement, in May 2015, did I find the mental space to
do it. First I produced a 36 page booklet, covering the Bible, in six months. Chris told
me that to be publishable, the minimum number of pages was 56. Two solutions: first,
make it interactive by providing space for people to write in their own comments;
second, add value by including passages from the neighbouring Babylonian, Persian,
Jewish and Roman cultures, and end with a variety of Bonus Features like Chapter and
Verse and Film Recommendations. You can look inside it at Amazon.
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The Writing Process
Two months after retiring I had a stroke of good fortune. Someone burgled the
Vicarage and stole my Apple Mac! I chose to replace it with a lap top. This means I can
take it anywhere, which is great because I find it hard to think creatively at home. I
work much better in a cafe or a library. My wife and I now live in Earls Court, so most of
my writing is done in the blissful environs of the National Art Library in the Victoria and
Albert Museum. And when inspiration dries up I pop downstairs for a coffee. Perfect!
The Money Question
Chris describes himself a “partner publisher”, a sort of half-way house between a
traditional publisher and self-publishing. It means he does all the link-ups with retail
and electronic outlets and gives invaluable support to his flakey authors. At the same
time the authors pay for the process of publication themselves, but can reap the
rewards of selling through their own media. This is all made possible because digital
technology means you no longer have to have long print runs to make costs affordable.
You can replenish your stock in a week. His website is www.filamentpublishing.com
Andy Roland

2019 Annual Meetings for RCACoE members and guests
Tuesday June 11th

Birmingham Cathedral

10.30—15.00

Northern Province Date and venue to be confirmed 10.30—15.00
Sign up by e-mail or letter to the Secretary for update on the Northern meeting

Members at the 2018 meeting in York
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Permission to Officiate
Earlier this year the House of Bishops issued a document entitled Policy on Granting
Permission to Officiate. Probably like most things in the Church of England, PTO as we
know it has operated in rather different ways between Dioceses. In my own case, living
right on the boundary of two Dioceses, on my retirement one Diocesan Bishop stated
that I would have a six-month ‘fallow’ period to adjust to the new situation. The Bishop
of the Diocese into which I was moving, when I informed him that I would be living in
his domain and that after a suitable time I would ask if a PTO might be forthcoming,
issued one virtually by return of post!
The focus of the new policy document seems to be largely on the matter of
Safeguarding, which I expect will raise few surprises! Furthermore, in the new and
more regulated world, PTO will only be given after the completion of an Application
Form. Greater levels of supervision from the Bishop’s authorised officer, which may be
the Incumbent, will be required, and after the age of 80 it seems that Permission will
be granted only if the cleric is still considered able to perform a useful ministry. It
seems that a much more positive and particular approach to what ministry can be
given by the cleric is to be taken, rather than a willy-nilly granting of PTO.
It is emphasised that
 PTO is required for preaching, presiding at the Eucharist and taking the Occasional
Offices;
 Ministry under PTO requires the permission of the Incumbent or priest in charge of
the relevant parish (or in a vacancy the area dean and churchwardens.)
 PTO depends on holding an up-to-date DBS check and is only valid so long as the
DBS check remains in force;
 PTO is subject to undergoing safeguarding training and keeping the training up to
date;
 All must be in accordance with the House of Bishops Safeguarding Policy and
Practice guidance and any safeguarding concerns or allegations must be reported to
the Diocesan Safeguarding Authority in line with House of Bishops Guidance.
 PTO is held entirely at the Bishop’s discretion and may be withdrawn by the Bishop
at any time, and without any right of appeal;
 Clergy ministering under PTO should agree mutual expectations about their ministry
with someone designated by the Bishop and review these expectations in the light
of changing circumstances or when an application is made for renewal of PTO;
 A cleric may be expected to complete a return providing brief details of the ministry
they have exercised;
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The Clergy Discipline Measure applies to all clergy, however their ministry is
authorised, and continues to apply even when they are no longer active in their
ministry. This apples to any formal or occasional ministries that a priest might be asked
to be part of. Without a PTO the retired priest should not be asked and should not
agree to exercise the ministry. This would also include conducting retreats or quiet
days; spiritual direction, mentoring, or work consultation; facilitating parish activities;
and representing the diocese or C of E on various bodies or visits.
There are certain cases when a PTO will be withdrawn, and the cleric concerned , from
the date of withdrawal, must cease all his/her ministry. On occasions a PTO or renewal
thereof will be refused by the Bishop. Clerics with PTO might find that withdrawal
occurs after a change in Incumbent, or when the holder of PTO has themselves been
causing difficulties such as hindering the regular ministry of the parish.
All PTOs should be renewed before they run out. As in my own situation, PTO may be
held in more than one Diocese. The Policy Document may be downloaded
https://www.churchofengland.org/sites/default/files/201807/House%20of%20Bishops%20Policy%20on%20PTO%20July%202018.pdf
David Crowhurst
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REVIEWS
York Courses- New editions 2018 -2019
York Courses come with a reputation. They are reliable, interesting,
engaging and they are good conversations starters. They are good for
ecumenical groups. Everyone will get something out of them and will
offer something back into the ongoing conversation. These courses
open hearts and minds. That is why they are so well known and
trusted. Two new courses are now available and they are worth
giving serious consideration if you are planning group work for say
Advent or Lent.
LIFE TO THE FULL
A course in 4 sessions, suitable for Advent or anytime
It starts with a ‘cardinal sin’ – the sort of thing we all manage to commit sometime.
From there the conversations between Matt Woodcock and Simon Stanley continue in
a way that opens up into unexpected areas which you can discover for yourselves. You
go blackberry picking, you think about silence, and times when you are at your lowest
ebb or perhaps highest peak. The course uses words from John’s Gospel Chapters 4, 10,
12 and 22. They are the base from which each person can consider their lives anew
with confidence.
For the holy and solemn season of Advent the gospel words and the resulting
conversations provide much needed light in a season often overtaken by commercial
frenzy. The stories about the 87 year old man in the off licence and the Ratty the bus
travelling dog are alone worth the course. This is a short, sharp, generous course which
offers much. Those who I sampled it with were much taken by it.
DARING TO SEE GOD NOW
A course in 5 sessions, suitable for Lent or anytime
This course is written by Bishop Nick Baines and includes
contributions by Keith V Ward, Cathy Galvin, Rachel Lampard
and David Wilbourne. It starts with Jesus having no illusions
about the real world and no ‘romantic’ ideas that he would be
welcomed by the powerful of his day. But John the Baptist
proclaims that the time is near and it is time to hear good
news. And herein lies the root of this course. It is to see good
and God in what might so easily might be dismissed as bad. It is
designed to help people dare to see God in their own lives and
those around them. We need not disguise the ‘darkness’ in our
lives to be enabled to see God at work within them.
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This is a course that helps people to articulate their fears in a way that might deepen
their faith and their attitudes to the world around them. There are good questions to
be asked – Do you feel loved by God? Does Jesus always deliver what you expect? And
more. The recorded conversations are lively. You may not always agree with what is
being said but that starts conversations. This course helps people to ‘dare’ to see God
in the here and now; to rediscover God on their journey through their own dark places.
This is not an easy course. It will require some hard thinking by all concerned but there
is no harm in that. This is a series of conversations and questions that are worth staying
with. As friends used to say to me - ‘Go on, I dare you’. In this case it’s worth the dare.
Christopher Wardale

Grenfell Hope: Stories from the Community by Gaby Doherty
Gaby Doherty had a grandstand view
when hell opened all its doors and
windows. She was living opposite
Grenfell Tower in Kensington on the
night of 14th June 2017 when the
building caught fire leaving 72 residents
dead and 70 more injured.
Astonishingly, mercifully, 223 escaped
the inferno with their lives – though
with not much else. Doherty has written
a compelling book about this disaster.
The narrative is grippingly grim: “The
most horrifying thing was that I could
see so many people at their windows
looking out of the tower.”
Most affecting are her reports of the
spontaneous outbreaks of compassion:
“A family just opened their front door
and welcomed in an evacuated
family…” “Young men from the local
community who were often considered
bad boys and had caused trouble in the
past, rushed into the tower to help
people, with little regard for their own
safety…”
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“Muslims broke their Ramadan fast to eat with the community…”
Money, blankets and foodstuffs came in not just from London, not just from England,
but from all over the world. Children emptied their piggy banks and “gave their toys to
children who had lost theirs.” “A Cardinal sat with children on the floor and was really
down to earth and able to joke and laugh with them.”
Kensington makes me think of the great museums, the Albert Hall and the Promenade
Concerts. Doherty gives us a clearer view of the suburb: “North Ken and South Ken are
sharply divided. There are beautiful houses belonging to the rich and famous just a few
moments’ walk from the whole area surrounding Grenfell.” Many of the Grenfell
residents worked as servants and suppliers for the well-off folk in South Kensington.
But the fire broke down these barriers and the whole community lived out daily a most
humane and practical solidarity. This is what Doherty means when she writes of “short
stories of hope”: kindness and affection where there had previously been indifference
and even disdain; firm friendships formed between the most unlikely combination of
people; life out of death; so many heroes; so much sacrificial love. This is the
miraculously uplifting – because redeeming – part of this story. This was the quality of
reporting that compelled me to read the whole book in one sitting.
But the reviewer of this book is on a hiding-to-nothing if he prefers to cover all sides of
a story rather than merely write hagiography. In any case, hagiography is wellrepresented in the commendations of the book on the back cover by Jane Williams,
Elaine Storkey, Caroline Welby and Nicky Gumbel. The reviewer becomes apprehensive
that, should he issue one or two sentences of even the mildest criticism, it would be as
if he had accused St Francis of Assisi of cruelty to animals. No doubt the community’s
overwhelmingly positive response to its terrible suffering was a miracle. But there is
the world of difference between a miracle and a fairy tale. What the reader requires is
the whole truth, warts and all. Are there any warts? Well, I could have done without
the political swipes: “Twenty years of Conservative leadership had taken its toll on the
people of the area.” And “investment that had not gone into the NHS.”
When it comes to ascribing blame for the disaster, it is rather disconcerting, after all
the moving accounts of love and self-sacrifice, to read Doherty’s quoting with approval
the demand, “We must see prison sentences.”
After the fire there were reports in the newspapers suggesting that the emergency
services and subsequently the authorities, for a variety of reasons, had difficulties
identifying who was missing. A number of uncertainties made it nearly impossible for
the authorities to provide an accurate picture of events. These issues are not properly
discussed in Doherty’s book.
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When I was trying to make my way in journalism, I was told over and again by my
elders and betters, “When you come to write your report, tell the readers what was
actually happening – and not how you felt about it.” Unfortunately, often Doherty
writes like one of the most breathless and gushing of tabloid journalists – with the
result that she and her feelings become the story. She starts in the Preface: “Please
don’t think for one moment that I have not cried tears of sadness.” We didn’t think that
for a minute. Why should we? Then on page 7: “Our helplessness and pain.”
Page 8: “…had me in tears.” Page 10: “…reduces me to tears.” And so on.
Warts and all then, Grenfell Hope is still, in Yeats’ words, “a terrible beauty” of a book.
Peter Mullen

When Darkness Seems My Closest Friend by Mark Meynell
This book is no mere misery memoir: it is a misery memoir with theological
pretensions. Mark Meynell is depressed and he tells us so on every page. He tells us
little else. Mark Meynell’s subject is Mark Meynell. If you thought Stephen Fry was a
tad narcissistic, you ain’t seen nuffin’ yet. It reminded me of Samuel Johnson’s rebuke
to his friend James Boswell: “You have but two topics: yourself and me – and I am sick
of both.”
I must begin with the disclaimer that I know next to nothing about medicine but, nearly
fifty years a priest, I have learned a few things about the depths and agonising
contortions of human misery. Medical science has, as they say, come a long way since
leeches and Bedlam, and both pharmacology and psychotherapy can help. But
depression at bottom – and the bottom can be a very long way down – is a spiritual
problem requiring a spiritual solution. And by spiritual I don’t mean the codswallop that
litters the mind, body and spirit shelf in Waterstones.
Inevitably the sufferer’s way of life has a lot to do with his condition. Meynell begins by
telling us, “I was one of those antediluvian types who studied Classics.” And he adds
helpfully that Classics means “Latin and Greek.” I thought that it can’t much help his
mental and spiritual state if he starts by despising his chosen vocation. Obviously he
was in the wrong job. Why didn’t he try being a pastor in a team ministry in a
fashionable metropolitan church frequented by new evangelical types? Oh hang on a
minute, that’s exactly what he did! And he didn’t seem to like that very much either. He
speaks morosely of “…those after-church conversations that always seem interminable
enough.” I wonder how these conversations seemed to his congregants?
So he turns to theology and this seems promising, “…until we come up against the
limits of human understanding and divine revelation.”
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I didn’t know that divine revelation has any limits.
Then he makes a good move and turns to The Psalms – though not in Miles Coverdale’s
matchless translation in the BCP but in some doggerel version which should have been
titled The Bad News Bible. I don’t know how good Meynell was at reading the Classics,
but he’d get gamma minus for biblical theology, as he thinks the Psalms – all but three
of them – were written by King David.
The consensus among scholars who know about these matters is that The Psalms were
composed over a period of about 500 years. So if King David lived around 900 BC he
could not have written, “By the waters of Babylon we sat down and wept, when we
remembered thee O Zion” (Psalm 137:1). Those words date from sometime after
Israel’s captivity which began with the sack of Jerusalem in 586 BC.
Meynell says he is fond of metaphors and one metaphor he chooses is the cave which
he finds – like everything else he claps his eyes on – irretrievably dark.
He should return for a minute to his “antediluvian” Classical studies and notice the
glory that Plato made out of his analogy of the cave. He might even consider the
miracle that emerged from the cave of the Holy Sepulchre. Instead he turns to English
literature and specifically to the poet William Cowper and the great Puritan allegorist
John Bunyan. And what does he find there? Why, of course, he finds that they are
talking about his own obsessive subject: depression.
But they weren’t. Those superlative writers were not writing psychotherapy. When
Cowper bewailed his own sins, he wasn’t thinking of the “guilt” or the “shame” they
caused him to feel. He was talking about sin as that very objective thing which
separates us from God. That is why he prays, “Return, O Holy Dove, return…” When
Bunyan spoke of hell he feared its very reality as Dr Johnson did. Johnson was once in a
discussion when he turned morose. A lady asked him what was the matter and he said,
“I think I may be damned.”
She said, “What do you mean, Sir, to be damned?”
“Sent to hell and punished everlastingly.”
Nothing lifts Meynell out of his self-imposed slough of despond: not food, drink, work,
play, family and friends. And not God. He turns in desperation to God but find God is
not there. This is the centre of Meynell’s problem: he subjectifies ultimate realities.
God is there, only Meynell’s psychopathology will not let him notice the fact. He should
take a leaf out of the Psalms, the book he claims so much to admire. The Psalmist is
often found saying something like this: “I am a worm and no man…but thou O Lord art
from everlasting to everlasting.”
Peter Mullen
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Solitude by Terry Waite
This book is a series of impressions of different locations and situations in which
families and individuals could be said to be in solitude, resulting from either physical
isolation or their personal circumstances. We meet a range of folk from farmers in the
most remote parts of Australia to George Blake in exile in Moscow. Clearly Dr Waite’s
encounters with these people happened over a considerable period, and I found it
quite confusing not to know whether we were in the present or the past. It gradually
becomes apparent that a number of his journeys took place a long time ago, not long
after his return from Beirut. Having spent so long in enforced solitude himself he is
seeking to interpret the experience through these various journeys and meetings.
In the acknowledgements, the author thanks the people
who have helped with his research for the book, yet it
felt more as if a collection of essays had been brought
together to meet the need for another book from this
much-loved personality, rather than that he had started
out with the intent of publishing it in its present form.
The book is quite a thought-provoking and interesting
read, with the advantage that each chapter is a separate
story – some much longer than others – so it is possible
to dip in and out according to the length of reading time
available. However, for me it failed to come together as a
cohesive whole. Having said that, a number of the
individual stories are very engaging, and I was
particularly fascinated by the two interviews with
undercover agents from the British secret services.
The author says in the prelude, ‘There is no interview with any individual who has
chosen a solitary life for religious reasons, and the exclusion is partly because there are
so many writings about this experience that I did not feel the need to include more
here.’ For a book published by SPCK, this is perhaps a strange omission, but it
presumably means that the book could appeal to a wider readership. As Christmas
approaches, it would make a good gift for someone who is interested in far flung
locations, or in the nuances of human introversion, whether or not they would
normally read a book from a Christian publisher.
Frances Wookey

Best Wishes to all our members for a Happy Christmas
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When I am old and grey
The last days of the golden apple autumn my wife and I spent in Salisbury. There’s a
small green heaven between the water meadows and the cathedral where sheep graze
and swans glide.
The town centre is a little more rowdy, and on market day it’s every Doris, Dennis and
dachshund for themselves. Everybody, yes everybody shopping in the great square is a
pensioner.
In the Salisbury Museum there’s the welcome variation of a couple of children. One of
them is looking at a large, rusted iron key. The caption tells us that this was found
where the west door would have been of the cathedral in Old Sarum, where now
barely a sign survives of the cathedral, let alone its front door.
The invitation to reflect on mortality is irresistible, and with it the tug of anguish which
is part of love.
When Yeats’ poem was read to us at school, I thought of my own Grandma.
When you are old and grey and full of sleep, And nodding by the fire …
Supper was over (Tea, we called it then) and she’d settled beside the hearth to doze.
My brothers and I would chuckle when her dentures slipped and she unconsciously
mimicked Ken Dodd.
We are perhaps more comfortable with ‘When you are old and grey’ than we are with
‘When I am old and grey’.
This autumn a group of retired clergy and guests enjoyed an afternoon in Clerkenwell
with Malcolm Guite, poet, priest and Coleridge scholar. Malcolm was talking about his
recent work on The Rime of the Ancient Mariner, about the figure of the mariner having
glimpsed ahead of its unfolding the shape of Coleridge’s, as well as his own, life. This is
consistent with Coleridge’s theory that – in Malcolm’s words – ‘our imagination intuits
or holds open for us truths at which we haven’t yet arrived by other means’.
Coleridge’s image for this phenomenon is the chrysalis, in which there is a space for the
antennae which the creature within it has yet to develop.
There’s a sense here that we know something (about ourselves) which we don’t know
we know. In my fourth form geography textbook the illustration for gently undulating
arable land was of the Danish island of Sjælland. I knew I would go there. This had
nothing to do with will. It’s not that I wanted to go there.
I didn’t want to reach old age. That didn’t prevent it from being a landscape into which
I was more or less bound to wander.
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When I started living in Denmark, in my twenties, it wasn’t the fulfilment of an
ambition. Indeed, I’d forgotten all about that photograph (as unfortunately – despite
taking the O-level three times – I’d forgotten my Geography).
Of course I was young then.
The notion that my
imagination (something very
different from my desire)
might disclose what was
coming next would have
been an agreeable one, for
there was surely a great deal
to come, and if the past were
anything to go by, much of it
was going to be pleasant.
But now I found myself in a room full of grey heads. The chrysalis I occupied now
offered a lot less future than it did 40 years ago, and some of it was going to be
unpleasant.
Then I’m reminded of that key in Salisbury Museum. With the building gone which
supported the door which it unlocked, it can seem particularly redundant. But the key
it seems to me unlocks much more as a metaphor than ever it did in its narrow
practical service.
Between us we in the little gathering round the ancient mariner have variously lost
speed, precision, stamina; we’ve lost status, purpose, passion. But at the same time
we’ve slipped free of the constraints of ambition. That chrysalis was in its way no less
confining than the lock for the key.
In my imagination I remove the key from its display case and take it with me on the bus
to Old Sarum. I climb the hill and cross the crumped grass to the west end of the
vanished cathedral. I insert the key into the bracing Wiltshire air, turn it, and step
forward into the space.
Ed
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