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a FTER twenty years in teach- 
ing, my sabbatical at an 

^ Oxford college last term was 
just what the doctor ordered. I 
was also looking after the chapel, 
since their chaplain was on a sab
batical as well.

The prospect of having to do 
this side of the thing 1 had really 
been dreading. 1 felt that, if only 
I had been asked to do it ten years 
ago when the age-gap was not so 
much of a great divide, it would 
have been, in the words of a cur-, 
rent advert,, better for both. Would 
I go down with them? This is the 
question that had kept me awake
at night:

I need not have worried. The 
undergraduates seemed to know 
what was gnawing at me and went 
out of their way to be kind. It 
was not quite like taking Grandad 
on the sands and expecting him to 
be interested in buckets and 
spades, but it certainly was an 
exercise in youth and crabbed 
middle-age living together and 
finding it fun. They were also very 
thoughtful for my family, who 
came over to see me at weekends. 
At such times I felt a bit like Mr. 
Micawber being visited in the 
Debtors’ Prison by his loved ones.

Neck-rollings
Above all, being that little bit 

older than the schoolboys I am 
used to, they were much easier to 
talk to. That blushing inarticulate
ness, that endless leg-crossing, not 
to mention those incredible neck- 
rollings—they had all just about 
gone. So was that shy, wry look, 
that mixture of shame and ex
pected punishment, reminiscent of 
the dog when he has done a reluc
tant woopsey on the kitchen floor. 
They were well on the way to being 
human.

As for the fellowship of faith 
expressed in services and prayer 
meetings, these were i n d e e d  
seasons of refreshing from the 
presence of the Lord. Their sin
cerity made one feel that one was 
standing on holy ground. So, in 
that way, they helped me along. 
Quite different, say, from taking 
school services, even of believers, 
where you do have to flog your
self, where the feeble mumblings 
of the faithful make you wonder 
if you are presiding at an old folks’ 
home where they all have jaw-lock.

There have always been too 
many agencies in Oxbridge, of 
course, for looking after the.Chris
tian faith. This, I can see, must 
make it very frustrating for the 
conscientious pastor. Yet the col
lege chapels somehow manage to 
keep going, in spite of some 
serious competition. One wishes 
their numbers were a little bigger.

There has been some doubling 
up, and dearly more is on the way.
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resist. But there are times when a 
determined resistance, with all its 
risks, has to be. made.

Fourthly, the presuppositions of 
the report seem to be that, al
though nuclear weapons cannot be 
uninvented, we can achieve a 
world in which they are all dis
mantled; and that such a world 
would be safer than the present 
one. Both these assumptions can be 
questioned.

Suppose nuclear weapons are 
going to be with us for the next 
million years? Might it be that, 
even with proliferation, it would 
be a safer world because a much 
more cautious one? This is not a 
thought that the authors care to 
think through. If they had done so,

might have led to a rather differ
ent report. ' '

George Orwell in his writings 
about atomic weapons assumed 
that these weapons are there to 

stay, and that what has to be dis-

For all that, there is a lively 
healthiness, an unselfconscious 
wholesomeness, about those who 
go to c h u r c h  there. They 
obviously wish that 'theologizing 
were able to be more constructive, 
and that preaching were not so 
worried about keeping pace with 
theology.

They wish also that those who 
theologize were able to let rip 
more when it comes to preaching. 
Yet the more reflective of them 
realize our present position and 
see why preaching does not have 
as much confidence, self-assurance, 
even aplomb, as it used to have;

As for the ordinands among 
them, I came to have the highest 
respect. They talk more sense than 
we did in the ’fifties. Looking back, 
I think that we were a superficial, 
pompous lot and that, but for 
grace, none of us would have sur
vived.

These young men, with their 
political “thisness,” their realised 
proximity to a harder and less 
lucrative working world, augur 
wdl for the future. In fact, I feel 
that they are far too good for the 
organisation which is going to 
employ them. I said this only the 
other day to a seventy-year-old 
priest, just retired, a good Trac- 
tarian, and he replied: “I entirely 
agree with you, but it’s up to them 
to change it, isn’t  it?”

Perhaps they will start changing 
from where they are now. It must 
be very irritating indeed to be told 
by endless members of the desk
bound fraternity to “go and find a 
job for a year or two after your 
degree.” Gentlemen, I speak as one 
with long experience of planting 
sixth-formers with a year off. Once 
it was easy. Now my friends in 
high places te l me it is hard 
enough staying in business, and 
they can no longer do me a good 
turn.

I can assure you: there aren’t 
any jobs like that any more. You 
even get turned down for voluntary 
work. I did have a go at placing 
one or two in busy parishes, but I 
take a poor view of the way we 
are just hot interested in harnes
sing these Pegasuses, in canalizing 
enthusiasm, in keeping them going 
in their convictions. We don’t 
seem to want them. Frankly, if I 
were in their position, I’d offer my 
services elsewhere.

The defence is, as it always 'has 
been, “They ought to go off and 
learn something about life.” Aw,

come off it! Presumably parsoning 
means you don’t leam anything 
about life. Busy novelists have to 
withdraw from life in order to 
write about it; and it is their sen
sitivity, their imagination, their 
capacity to live in those they are
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writing about, that gives them their 
stature, makes us t a k e  them 
seriously.

I had a varied National Service 
and have had to live more secu
larly than many of the clergy, but
I am sure that what knowledge I 
have of human character depends 
on the continued liveliness of my 
imagination — not stopping the 
milkman and window-deaner from 
their rightful jobs in order to 
teach me about life. I have no 
doubt at all that they have been

in. life all their lives but know 
much less than I do about life.

A lot of nonsense is talked about 
getting life experience, especially 
by those who recommend it. If 
they divested themselves of their 
ecclesiastical virtue and set about 
living humbly on the shop floor 
for a while, well. I’d love to be a 
fly on' the wall.

I also took to the under
graduates’ girl friends, their wives- 
to-be. Some were even daughters 
of the vicarage—which speaks well 
for their mothers, I must say. Far 
from getting the impression re
vealed in some of these columns 
during May and June, I noticed 
their mutual responsibility and was 
relieved by their sensibly argued 
conservatism. Greater openness 
has produced young people much 
more relaxed, much more able to 
cope with passion.

There are still a few like the 
great number of my own day, who 
always give the impression that 
they are sitting on dynamited 
marbles; but, for the most part, 
sexuality is by no means the

bogeyman it used to be. They have 
found answers for themselves and 
are rather amused when the mid
dle-aged, still strangulated by the 
hernias of their own hang-ups, set 
about pscho-analysing them. They 
definitely don’t like it, but they do 
enjoy our company, without doubt, 
if we are prepared to be our 
natural selves with them.

One of my most illuminating 
moments was when I went to din
ner the night theology finals were 
finished. Those who had been on 
the rack gathered happily in the 
supervisor’s garden and were re
galed by his wife with quiches and 
salads. It was a beautiful evening, 
Their easp of manner and capacity 
to enjoy the moment for, its own 
sake was evident. Moreover, this 
is pastoralia at its best, at its most 
necessary.

T rivial round
As I left Oxford a few were 

getting ready for the Cardinal and 
the Archbishop coming next term 
for a mission. It is extraordinary 
how these nostalgic and outdated 
strategies still persist. But God is 
not mocked: we all know where 
the real work lies.

Back to school. Appropriately 
enough we began by singing “ the 
trivial round, the common task.” 
When I was a boy I wondered 
what a trivial was; but, when I 
became a man, I learnt that round 
was not a preposition. You go on 
learning, however old.

cussed is the consequences o f their 
being there.” If this is true, I 
would like to have seen more stress 
on a fact mentioned early in the 
report. “The heavily technological 
strategic literature of the last few 
years contains little discussion of 
crisis management. A generation 
of strategic advisers has grown up 
inadequately schooled in such 
political niceties.”

If nuclear weapons are here to 
stay and if,-as is certain, there will 
continue to be crises between the 
powers that possess them, what 
matters is how the crises are 
handled. At the crudest level, are 
the hot lines working? Are the 
procedures for meeting and talk
ing before the buttons are pressed 
fully worked out and agreed? For 
those who believe that, in the 
brutal world in which we live, 
Christian ethics must, of sad 
necessity, be more about the 
management of power than about 
its renunciation, these are the 
questions on which we must press 
our rulers.

M issio n  tod ay isn’t w h at it w as
BCMS began life back in October 1922 when pith helmets, khakis 
and bicycles were part and parcel of mission. Things have changed. 
Todays missionaries fly jumbo, live in bustling cities as much as in 
remote villages, and are as likely to be black, brown or yellow as 
white. We thank God for all that's been achieved in the past 60 
years but the opportunities today are as great as they ever were. 
BCMS is still involved. Are you?

for the Word of God and for 
the testimony of Jesus Christ

■ ~   1922-1982
F o r  f u r t h e r  d e t a i l s  w r i t e  t o  

B C M S  2 5 1  L e w i s h a m  W a y  L o n d o n  $ E 4  l X F


