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BEFORE WE START …

Just before I wrote my first book somebody warned me that it was like giving birth – a strange mixture of pain and joy. They said the problem with publishers is that when you meet them, you want to know how your last baby is doing, but they want to know if you are pregnant! I have now given birth to five books, but, unlike in my real family, I have a favourite. Some of you may have read the Sixty Minute books on marriage and parenting. I loved writing those books and they are special to me. People from all walks of life, in multitudes of different situations, and with all shades of belief and non-belief, have written to say those books helped them; I am grateful for that. But it will not take you long to realise that this book is different. Here I share my deepest beliefs. Many of them have been carved out of times of pain and disappointment but each is precious to me.

I completely understand that your views may be different from mine, or you may have no religious beliefs at all, but here are the things that matter to me. I have told my two children that in the years to come, long after I am gone, if they ever forget what mattered most to their father they can find it in this book. Here is my heart. This is my favourite child.

So many people have helped me give birth. Thanks to Jonathan Booth, Lyndon Bowring, Charlie Colchester, Sheron Rice, Tom Beardshaw, Lisa Curtis, Kate Hancock, Dr R.T. Kendall, Louise Kendall, Elizabeth McCusker, Peter Mortimer, and Steve Williams. As ever, special thanks and love to Dianne, Katie, Lloyd and Ron.

But above all, thank you to my Sunday School teachers; the older I get the more I appreciate what you gave me. I am sorry that I got into trouble so often in class. To avoid getting into even more, I have changed your names – with the exception of Miss Williams!


INTRODUCTION

THE BOY WHO WENT TO
SUNDAY SCHOOL

I was four years old when Miss Williams called for me. My parents didn’t go to church but had enlisted me in the Sunday School of the church on the corner of our street. During my time there many teachers would look after me, but Miss Williams, who supervised the infants’ class, was the first.

Just recently that church celebrated its hundredth anniversary and the members invited me to say a few words at a Thanksgiving service. As I sat waiting to take part, my eyes gazed around the building. The old pews are long since gone and the large pulpit was taken down years ago, but so much was still the same and, as I allowed my mind to wander back down the years, the walls whispered their memories to me. Let me mention just two.

Sometimes our teacher would invite the class to tea on a Sunday. My mother used to start preparing me for that occasion on the previous Monday. We didn’t have a bathroom but the old tin bath would be dragged in from the garden, more times that week than in the previous month. As the moment drew closer she would try to put a small boy through the equivalent of a Swiss finishing school.

Finally the time would come – 4.15 on a Sunday afternoon. She would dampen my hair for the fifteenth time, thrust one of my father’s handkerchiefs into my pocket and pass on a final word of exhortation. I can quite understand that at such a moment there are a million things a mother might want to say to her son; after all, he was leaving home for two hours to have tea with the Sunday School teacher. It often seemed that the responsibility of a last piece of advice would fluster her, and it would normally come down to, ‘Remember, that if there’s just one sandwich left – leave it.’

Oh those teas! Marmite sandwiches, jelly, blancmange and cup cakes. A grace that seemed to never stop and a television, on that day at least, that never started. But I loved those times. My teacher was saying to me, ‘You are special. I care enough about you to invite you into my home – away from the varnished pews and the canvas-backed hymn books – into my private world.’

And then there was the Sunday School Outing. I can remember praying so hard the night before, that it would be fine. My young mind didn’t consider that ten thousand farmers may have been praying for rain. In any event what did the national wheat harvest matter when you put it up against the Sunday School Outing? It may be hard for a modern child to understand the wonder of that event. I confess, that as I look back, even I can’t quite remember why the prospect of running around a muddy field, and dining on a bun and a glass of milk held such excitement.

But then as I sat in church on that anniversary day a strange thing happened. Suddenly I was back in Sunday School. I saw in my mind’s eye not just Miss Williams but each of my old teachers in the clearest detail. Mr Clarke sat with a large black Bible on his lap and told me the story of David and Goliath; Mr Pendleton stared at me over the top of half-moon spectacles. He began, ‘It was in the days of Pharaoh …’ I would have worked my way through all ten teachers but just then a slide projector illuminated and the chairman began showing pictures of old Sunday school parties. And then suddenly there I was, aged seven. As I gazed at the child in the photograph I could not help but think, ‘He had no idea what lay ahead; no notion of the pain and joys that were to come.’ In truth, when I left Sunday School I had no idea that the learning process was only just beginning. There were things I couldn’t learn at Sunday School.

Bill Cosby once said, ‘You are more likely to remember your childhood than where you left your glasses.’ He’s right. I can still remember those lessons. But the reason they are so clear is that life itself has enforced them. I little knew, as Mr Clarke described a stone flying through the air, that one day as a man I would meet terrifying giants of my own. It was so for all my lessons.

*   *   *

When the anniversary service was over I walked down the aisle to make my way out. As I did so a silver-haired lady made her way to me and asked, ‘Do you remember me?’

‘Yes – of course!’ I said. To my eye she seemed to have changed so little since she collected me on that Sunday afternoon all those years ago.

Miss Williams, and those faithful teachers who came after her, taught me well. I’m sure there were moments when they despaired that anything of real worth was being achieved in the heart of the inattentive boy who tried to make the others laugh. But God took what those faithful men and women taught the child and added what they could not teach me. In this short book I have highlighted some of them. There are, of course, other lessons, not mentioned here, but each of those that follow has been significant for me and, not a few of them, life-changing.

Like me, you may have memories of Sunday School, and if so you will surely remember some of your lessons. We should not be deceived by them. It may be that they were taught simply, but these were not simple lessons; they were profound. If we can only rediscover their power it will change the kind of homes we have, the businesses we run and even the governments we live under. In short, these lessons have the power to make the world a better place: your world.

As we begin our time together let me say something to two groups of people. First to a man or woman who has lost a faith that was once so real to them. You didn’t intend to stop attending church but life became so busy, or perhaps somebody offended you one Sunday, or maybe you even experienced a life crisis that rocked your faith. As you read this little book, come back with me to your Sunday School days, back to being a child. Allow yourself a little time to consider how you lost what was so real to you all those years ago. The child you left behind can still teach you, still lead you, still stir again the flame of faith that has almost died in your heart. You can begin again. You can find afresh your first love.

And second, a word to every Sunday School teacher – especially those who may be finding it hard at the moment. Don’t lose heart! Especially don’t get discouraged as during the week you have the pressure of preparing those weekly lessons. Who knows how God will use that story? Remember, you are not moulding just a child, you are shaping a man, a woman. These kids will remember you forever.

I am now in my fifty-second year and yet with little effort I can imagine I am four years old again and Miss Williams is knocking on my door to take me to my first Sunday School. I hold her hand as we walk down the street together. Where is she leading this little boy, with new trousers, and slicked-down hair? She is leading him into the Bible – into the world of Peter who walked on water, and of the boy who brought his lunch to Jesus, and the world of the shepherd who became a giant killer. A new lesson every Sunday; a new Bible verse each week; a gold star for being good.

But Miss Williams and all those teachers who followed her did not only lead the child; they led the man. For the lessons they taught me all those years ago have borne fruit for almost half a century; I thank God with all my heart for every one of them.

OPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   

   
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OPS/images/pub.jpg
HODDER &
STOUGHTON





OPS/images/cover.jpg
WHAT THEY
DIDN’T TEACH
ME IN SUNDAY

SCHOOL

Rob Parsons






