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friends through pleasure, pain and the odd pandemic.

Also to our wonderful community in West Auckland 

Vineyard Church for continuing to be a real

church through such difficult times.





Contents

Introduction

 

1 Still Got Something to Say

2 Marching On

3 Adrian Plass and the Summer Festival

4 All People Great and Small

5 Blessed Be Scargill

6 Matters of Life and Death in Pandemic Times

7 Still Silly

8 Shadows of Shadows

9 Love Is the Reason for Living

 

Epilogue





Introduction

Still Crazy. So, as far as this book is concerned, who exactly is still crazy? I’ll mention the important candidate in a minute. The other one is me. Many are crazy enough to follow any path that might lead to a scent or sight of God, but the way I am made might add intensity to the pursuit. What do I mean by that? My explanation has to begin with a rather bizarre confession.

I have always rather enjoyed balancing things on my head. Perhaps ‘enjoyed’ is not quite the word. Over the years I have become increasingly interested in discovering just how far I might be able to go in terms of weight, height and variety of balanced objects.

What kinds of things do I balance? The list is long and still growing. It includes plates; bowls; chairs; pets (moderate success); upside-down coffee tables; fragile ornaments (least popular, but generates the highest grade of agitated response from onlookers); large, heavy reference books in towers of variable height; bottles; planks and giant flowerpots.

Why do I do it? Apart from the irresistible drive towards ever-increasing height and weight, a clue lies in that reference to fragile ornaments. There is an obscure pleasure to be found in shocking and perhaps slightly disturbing those who unsuspectingly enter a room to find me engaged in an activity that is silent, bizarre, unnaturally still and possibly on the very cusp of disaster.

However, there came a day when Bridget, my wife, walked into the lounge and proceeded to speak to me for two or three minutes without seeming to register the fact that an upturned three-legged French milking stool was precariously poised on the centre of my head.

She maintained it was because she had become so accustomed to my strange behaviour that the odd French milking stool was hardly worth a mention.

I thought about this and realised that I would have to go for gold.

A few mornings later, when I knew that Bridget was coming to the end of a radio programme she was listening to in the sitting room, I sat on a stool in the kitchen with a ridiculously huge china plate balanced on my head. In the centre of the plate stood an uncorked bottle that was three-quarters filled with red wine.

Anyone who has been brave or stupid enough to try something like this will know that the margin for error in these circumstances is probably too infinitesimal to be measured. After locating the exact balancing point for my plate and bottle it was necessary to keep my body perfectly still as I began the terrifying process of lowering both hands, millimetre by millimetre, down onto my lap.

After that it was essential to remain committedly statuesque until Bridget appeared.

Minutes passed. I was just beginning to wonder how long I could survive without moving or taking a deep breath, when, out of the corner of my eye, I noticed a slight movement in the direction of the window that overlooked our garden. Summoning every ounce of self-control, I revolved the top half of my body, inch by hard-won inch, until I was facing the garden.

A man was watching me through the window, a tape measure dangling from one hand, his face frozen into a state of utter incomprehension. I knew him. He was called Tim, and we had arranged for him to come round that day to measure up for some repair work that needed doing to our shed.

Tim and I stared silently through the glass at each other for what felt like half an hour, but must have only been a matter of seconds, before he abruptly turned away and began to measure with minute concentration a part of the shed that needed no repair.

My relationship with Tim changed forever. That engagement of our eyes was never discussed, but every time we met I seemed to see, etched into the very structure of his honest face, a question that could not be easily asked or satisfactorily answered.

‘Why were you sitting completely still on your own in the kitchen with a huge plate and an open bottle of wine balanced on your head?’

Tim would not, of course, have been alone in hunting for a way to ask that question. He and Bridget could have had quite a lively conversation on the subject.

There are two reasons for including this account. First, it is true. Second, it does epitomise a part of the way I am made, an off-centre perspective that applies to faith, writing, public speaking and private conversation. If we were talking about driving, I might describe it as an intense desire to explore the strange, funny, puzzlingly pointless little side turnings that, generally speaking, we are too busy to bother with.

My second candidate for the label of ‘crazy’ would be – God. I would suggest, with the profound humility for which I am so commonly admired, that Jesus was afflicted (or I should say blessed) with the same kind of off-centre perspective in his storytelling and in his dealings with individuals and groups. Standing ideas on their heads, taking an unexpected direction that had not occurred to anyone before, refusing to be confined by others’ assumptions and guesses that have congealed into false facts: all of those are tendencies and talents that I could never match, but can at least aspire to.

Those who really love the Church, and probably those who do not, would find it difficult to argue with the contention that a radical change of perspective is needed. Does one have to actually be crazy to attempt such a task? Strictly speaking, no, but I can testify to the fact that the process of tackling it is likely to attract some puzzled looks along the way.

There are always new, and occasionally startling, things to be discovered. Bridget recently pointed out that the first few words of John 3:16, probably the most familiar verse in the New Testament, must be addressed to the unredeemed world. Seems obvious, doesn’t it? Or maybe not.

As I was looking through the rest of the verse with that thought in mind, something else struck me. You can work through the argument of this for yourself, but it occurred to me that if Jesus was capable of giving in to temptation (and I would suggest that everything loses meaning if he was not), then God did not just give his only begotten Son, he risked him.

Good luck wrestling with the cosmic logic of this fact, but that is how it looks to me. I tried to catch my fluttering response to this discovery so that I could put it in a cage made of words. You could call it a poem. This is how it went. Still a work in progress, but the feeling is there.

 

The John 3:16 Verse We All Think We Know

 

You so loved the world,

Not the saved world,

Not the good world,

Not the bad world,

Definitely not the only sect that will ever get into heaven,

Absolutely not the sect that will only ever reach heaven by the excessive grace of yours truly,

Not the clothed world,

Not the naked world,

Not the hungry world,

Not the planet of the fatties.

 

No, the world that you loved, just as it was,

Is still the world that you love,

Just as it is,

Just as we are.

It is me,

Just as I am.

You so loved (thus revealing a sad lack of taste for one so creative) this vast collection of misshapen vegetables,

Including, incidentally, those among us who are deeply, deeply ashamed, and should be,

Including also, for certain sure, those among us who are deeply, deeply ashamed and really should not be,

So, so loved us,

So, so love us,

That you gave and continue to give whatever it takes to keep as many as possible trudging happily or muttering worriedly along with you towards forever.

 

To be honest, at this point understanding can grind to a creaky halt,

But my heart does not do that.

My heart continues to walk on like a rain-soaked Liverpool footballer,

Because I think I am just beginning to get it now.

You loved the entire unredeemed world so much

That you were crazy enough to risk your only beloved Son.

You risked him.

Risked.

I had not realised that.

Forgive me.

I realise it now.

Thank you.

Thank you very much indeed.

 

And so, I invite you to join me on this journey along undiscovered paths and forgotten byways, in the search for one place, one thing, one person.

Lots of laughs along the way. A few tears. It can feel a bit reckless, but risk appears to be within the character of God. We will get there.
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