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My Father is the Gardener



By the same author

WHEN THE SPIRIT COMES
ANYTHING YOU ASK
IN CHRIST JESUS



To our Lord Jesus Christ,

through whose love we are

made branches of the True
Vine






Introduction

In the life of the Church today, an important spiritual re-
pewal is taking place. This is the work of God the Holy
Spirit, and several books have been written in recent years
testifying to the ways in which God has begun to trans-
form real situations.

All the characters in this book ar¢ fictitious and so is the
situation in which they are placed. Their problems and
dilemmas, however, are true to life and so this book is
about the problems and dilemmas that real people en-
counter as they face the implications of God’s renewing
work in their personal lives and in the life of His Church.
The fictitious characters and situations have been created
so that we can examine their inner feelings and motives in
a way that would not be possible in writing about living
personalities.

I want to make it perfectly clear that none of the people
portrayed in this book is based upon any living person
known to me.

My thanks to all who have helped with the preparation of

this book, especially to Jane Collins, who has done much

to prepare the final text; to Sue, who has spent many hours
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typing, and to the Sisters of the Holy Ghost, Clapham
Park, emongst whom I ‘retreated’ from a busy pastoral
ministry to do most of the writing.

Words cannot convey my gratitude to my wife, Caroline,
my children, Claire, Clive and Andrea, the members of the
household at St. Hugh's, and to Vivienne and David, who
have helped and encouraged me throughout this task.



THAT WEEK WAS worse than usual. Tom nearly ran himself
into the ground, rushing around to meet appointments,
making decisions and working until late at night on re-
ports. He was looking forward to the week-end when he
could be himself again, and relax. Yet Saturday arrived,
and with it the discovery that he despised the person he ha
become. :

“Thirty-five years old, and what have I achieved ? A wife
who seems to be growing away from me. A son and
daughter I hardly know. A job which always seems to get
the better of me. What exactly am I fighting for ? I’m nearly

. frantic with things to do, and yet I never feel I've achieved
anything, What is the point?

He drank and smoked far too much that night and upset
Ann by making straight for bed and falling asleep when
she desperately wanted to ask him what was wrong. He
never heard her sobs.

Sunday came, and routine took them to church. Tom
was a Christian, or at least, he’d always thought of him-
self as one. Every Sunday the third pew from the front on
the left-hand side of St. Gabriel’s Parish Church could be
sure of its usual occupants: Tom, Angela aged seven, Tony
aged four, and Ann aged thirty-four, always in that order,
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reading from aisle to wall. The weekly outing to St.
Gabriel’s added solidity to their lives and a small measure
of comfort to the rector!

“Thank you so much for coming,’ was the usual remark
as Tom shook his hand after the service. ‘So nice to see you
all.’

Tom’s bitterness had been rising throughout the day and
now turned to anger. ‘What does the rector know about
anything? He lives in a dream world made of words like
“hope” and “peace”. I have to work hard to achieve any-
thing.’

Ann was worried. She had watched Tom’s growing in-
difference to herself and the children. Sadness seemed to
enfold him like a blanket, and fond though she was of him,
she felt incapable of piercing it.

“What’s the matter, Tom ?’

‘Nothing,” would be the brusque retort, the question
arousing resentment. ‘Why does she have to interfere ?’ he
would think. ‘How do I know what the matter is? How can
I tell ber that I am alone, desperately alone, and unhappy?
I love her and I know that she loves me; but it’s not
enough,’

Now that Ann had gone to bed early, he felt even more
alone. She was exhausted by the atmosphere of tension
that had pervaded the house all day, causing the children
to erupt in petty squabbles at five-minute intervals. The
house was silent, and Tom could no longer ignore the
question that was tormenting him.

‘What am I to believe ? Who am I to believe ?” The words
were spoken to a void. He didn’t expect an answer.

“Turn to the Word of God for understanding.’

Tom looked round the room. No one was there; yet he
had heard a voice—or had he ? Perhaps it was not a voice,
but from somewhere within him the words had been clear.
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*Turn to the Word of God for understanding.’

Could that really be the answer to his problems?

Inwardly, Tom groaned at the prospect. The Bible had
pever been anything more than historic literatore to him,
neither had the countless sermons he had heard ever suc-
ceeded in bringing it to life. He was feeling low enough
already; surely the irrelevance of words written so long ago
would only add to his hopelessness ?

Still the words persisted: “Turn to the Word of God for
understanding.’ '

Slowly, Tom eased himself out of the chair. He had
always prided himself on the rationality of his behaviour,
and he felt cross that he was giving in to this impulse to
walk across the room and take the Bible from the book-
case. If the decision was his, that would be different; it was
this inner compulsion that irritated him.

He returned to his chair, Bible in hand.

‘Tow.what ? he thought.

‘John’s Gospel, chapter 15,” came the reply.

. ‘I must be going mad,’ he thought. His knowledge of the
Scriptures had never been great, but he knew where to find
John’s Gospel.

As he flicked over the pages of the New Testament, he
was comforted by the thought that Ann would be asleep
and would never know of his evening of silent voices and
strange compulsions.

He began to read: ‘Iamtheu-ucV‘me,andmyFatherm
the Vinedresser.’

At that point he was prepared to stop, go to bed, and
make an appointment with Dr. Chapman first thing in the
morning.

‘Bit of nervous tenslon, my boy.” He could imagine the
scene and the fatherly voice. ‘Take a holiday with that de-
lightful wife of yours. Do you good. Do you good.’

11



He read the words again: ‘I am the true Vine and my
Father is the Vinedresser,” Meaningless; he had known it
would all be meaningless.

‘Read on.’ Again the authority of this inner voice com-
pelled his obedience.
~ ‘Every branch of mine that bears no fruit, he takes away,
and every branch that does bear fruit he prunes, that it may
bear more fruit.

‘What fruit has there been in my life? I’m a hopeless
failure. Thirty-five years on this earth and what have I done
or achieved ? Nathing!”

The words before him became a blur through the tears
which began to fall on to the open Bible, creasing the
india-paper pages. He slammed the book shut and sat with
his face buried in his hands,

The doorbell rang.

Tom started and made a great effort to control himself.
As he went to the front door, he wiped his face on his
handkerchief, trying to hide every trace of the tears.

‘Who's there ? he asked, not too loudly.

‘Just a friend,’ replied a reassuring voice. ‘I was passing
and I thought I would drop in.”

Any further conversation might disturb the sleepers, so
Tom opened the door and was surprised to find a work-
colleague whose face was familiar, but. ..

‘Oh, it’s Mr. Mitchell, isn’t it? What can I do for
you?

‘Do you mind if I come in 7' the visitor asked.

‘Oh no, of course not,” answered Tom. ‘’'m sorry, I
wasn’t expecting anyone so late.’

‘Quite so. My name is Alan, by the way.” As he stepped
into the light of the hallway, Tom saw that his unexpected
guest wore a comfortable tweed jacket and seemed quite at
ease.
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‘You would think it was quite normal to barge in on a
comparative stranger so late at night,’ thought Tom as he
closed the front door.

‘Come in and sit down,” he suggested. ‘How did you
know where I lived ? Tom was still rather puzzled by the
man: he could visualise his face behind a desk at work, but
knew nothing about lim.

‘I gave someone a lift here once, and have thought of
coming in several times,’ explained Alan. ‘How are things
with you, anyway 7’

‘Much the same as usual,” mumbled Tom, side-stepping
the question. But Alan refused to be put off.

‘No, really, Tom. People at the office have noticed that
you seem to be under considerable strain.’

‘Oh, we all have our ups and-downs. It’s nothing very
important.’

‘I don’t want to pry, Tom, but if you are as unhappy as
you appear, then it is important. Is that the Bible you're
reading 7

Tom almost blushed as he looked down at the coffee
table between them. He felt as though he had been caught
cooking with his wife’s apron on. ‘Well, not really . . .’
Alan, however, seemed prepared to take the subject
seriously.

‘Is it any help? Which passage were you reading 7—we
can look at it together.’

Tom reached for the Bible and turned to the tear-stained
page. As he tried to straighten the crinkles, his fingers ran
over the words ‘Peace I leave with you . . . Let not your
hearts be troubled.’ The meaning struck home and he
sighed. This was exactly what he needed: peace.

‘What an amazing thing for Jesus to say on the night of
His arrest!” Alan had followed his thoughts. ‘It was a very
tense evening, with everyone sure that something ghastly
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was about to happen, but not knowing quite what.’

‘Like I feel tonight,” ventured Tom.

‘Not quite the same though,” countered Alam. ‘You see,
they had seen what life with Jesus could mean: love,
power, healing, miracles. They were filled with a great hope
that was centred around Him. You, I would say, have no
such hope. You haven’t seen Jesus, nor do you have any
clear vision of the sort of life that He intends for you. That
much is obvious, or you wouldn’t be so despondent now.
As it s, it all looks pretty hopeless.’

Tom could not deny the truth of that. “Where do I find
this hope ?" he asked slightly cynically.

‘It comes through realising that God wants to give you a
glorious life that you can’t have without Him.’

*You disappoint me,” answered Tom. ‘Can’t you see it’s
now that I feel desperate? Hope of eternal glory doesn’t
help me at all.” Bitterness had begun to seep into his voice.

‘You mistake my meaning,’ said Alan calmly. ‘’'m not
talking about life after death; I refer to what God is want-
ing to do for you now. Have a look at chapter 15.

Tom stared down at the page again. ‘I am the true
Vine, and my Father is the Vinedresser.” He sighed. ‘I’'m
sorry,” he said, ‘but I find no hope in these words. You'll
have to explain.’

‘0.K. Tom. Picture a vine in your mind—roots, stem,
branches and fruit. Each is an integral part of the whole
and necessary for the vine to be complete. Jesus says He is
the Vine. So He is all the various parts; He is the whole
thing.’

‘What's that got to do with me? said Tom peevishly.
Half of him thought that this extremely good-natured
friend could help him, and longed to find out how, and
the other half was annoyed at this crackpot who had
interrupted him wallowing in his misery.
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*Simply that Jesus tells the disciples that they are the
branches. Thatt would mean that in somemthey must
be parts of Him.’

‘But where do I fit in? insisted Tom. Alan looked at
him.

‘Tom, are you prcpared to listen and wait until I get to
that point 7

Tom felt the gentle rebuke justified and tried to look
more at ease. The faintest suspicion of & smile appeared in
Alan’s eyes.

‘Obviously, Jesus was talking about Himself in a new
way. Remember, He was about to be crucified. He knew
that was not to be the end: He was to be raised, He would
ascend and He would reign in glory with His Father for
evermore.’

‘He sounds hkc a walking Apostles’ Creed,” thought
Tom, unable to understand why he should have such a
critical attitude towards all that his guest was saying. The
man was right; he needed to listen and not prejudge.

"Fhe visitor went on, “The crucifixion was not to be the
. end of God in human flesh. Jesus was to live forever—a
living eternal Vine. His disciples were to be living branches
of this Vine. The Son of God was no longer to live in a
single human body, but in several branches, who together
would form the living Vine in the world.’

“You're going to have to explain that further,’ said Tom.

‘Well, you see, Jesus had to find some way of describing
Himself in relation to the disciples now that the time had
come for Him to return to His heavenly Father.’

The visitor paused. Tom said nothing.

“The Father is the Vinedresser or Gardener; He planted
the Vine. The Father sent His Son into the world and asked
of Him the ultimate act of love and obedience in giving
His life for sinners, The Father desired that the Vine of
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Jesus should continue in the world after the crucifixion.
And it is the Father who cares for the Vine and all the
branches that have been incorporated into it.’

Again Alan paused as if to give Tom adequate time to
absorb what he had said. The silence was broken only by
the faint creaking of a bed upstairs, as one of the children
turned over in sleep.

‘Tom, you can understand this Vine in at least two ways.
First in a mystical sense; Jesus is present in the world to-
day, and all who are His disciples are part of this Vine.
Secondly on a local basis; the Father plants a body of be-
lievers in a particular locality to be a real expression of His
Son, a group of people filled with the life, the love and the
power of Jesus. Both meanings are essential if we want to
grasp fully what He is saying.’

Tom was still wondering how all this was going to relate
to his particular problems, but he let the visitor continue.

‘God .didn’t want to remain &n abstract idea to His
people. He desired to draw them all into a living, personal
relationship with Himself. This could only be done
through Jesus.” Suddenly, Tom was alert.

‘Abstract idea ?” Yes, that was all God had ever been to
him. ‘Personal relationship? Could it be possible? That
seemed only for the great saints of history, not for ordinary
Tom Billings. Why should God want any kind of personal
relationship with Him ?

‘I'm sorry,’ said Tom. ‘I missed that last sentence.’

.‘1 was quoting some words of Jesus: “No one comes to
the Father, but by me”’.’

‘Becanse He forgives our sins, you mean? suggested
Tom, glad that he could contribute what limited know-
ledge he had.

‘Partly,’ the other replied. ‘You see, Jesus lived in con-
tooal communion with the Father and it was through the
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cross that He made it possible for all men to live in such
fellowship and communion with Him. To be in fellowship
with God involves being members of the Body of Christ,
bratnches of the true Vine.

‘How can being a member of St. Gabriel’s bring me into
fellowship with God ? Why, only this morning, the service
seemed to last an eternity because I felt so separated from,
Him. In fact, I spent most of the service wondering if He"
existed at alll’ ‘

‘T can understand your problem,’ said Alan calmly in re-
sponse to Tom’s outburst. ‘I’m not sure that the Lord of
heaven and earth regards St. Gabriel’s as a prime exhibit
of what His Church is intended to be!’

“Well, it’s the only church I have,” said Tom defensively.
‘Why don’t you go and tell all this to the rector ?’

‘Perhaps I wouldn’t be too welcome at the moment.’

‘What do you mean? Christopher Dean is a charming
man who lives and lets live.’

‘But is he asking the right questions ?” Alan replied.

‘Why have you come here? Am I asking the right ques-
tions 7’

“Yes, you are beginning to do that. You have come-to
the end of your own resources and recognised the futility
of your life without God. Unless that had happened you
would never have listened to what I had to say.’

‘Oh.’ Tom was silenced.

" “You have been searching for God and you have not
found Him at St. Gabriel's. You desire some meaning and
purpose in your life, but your local church does not appear
to have helped you in that sphere. I would not need to be
here if the Reverend Dean had helped you to understand
more of who Jesus is.’ ‘

‘Was, yougean!’

‘No, Tom, is. Jesus is living today.’ There was silence.
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‘T need a cup of coffee,” said Tom. ‘Will you have oné
with me?’ "

‘No, thank you,’ Alan replied with a smile.

Tom moved swiftly from the lounge to the kitchen. He
needed to take stock of the situation. There, in his house,
sat a man he hardly knew, who seemed more able to
analyse the situation than Tom himself.

What a pity the brandy bottle was in the other room! He
would have liked to supplement the spoonful of instant
coffee, but was none too sure whether his visitor would
approve. That in itself was strange, as Tom had always
prided himself on his independence and refusal to be con-
ditioned by the attitudes and opinions of others. Perhaps
that was the difference between this evening’s conversation
and any other he could remember having. There seemed to
be a quiet confidence and authority about this man. He not
only believed what he said, but expected Tom to believe it
too. That accounted for Tom’s rather irrational aversion to
listening to the man. He resented the quiet authority that
radiated from him.

When he returned to the room Alan was sitting quietly,
turning over the pages of Tom’s Bible.

‘I think we’d better go back to the beginning of John,’ he
said, when Tom had sat down and felt the benefit of the
first scalding sip of his drink. ‘The writer refers to Jesus as
the Word of God. “In the beginning was the Word, and
the Word was with God, and the Word was God.”*

He handed the Bibie over to Tom so that he could read
the words for himself.

‘When God spoke, Jesus happened.’

Tom looked puzzled. o

‘When you speak, your words express what i8 going on
in your mind. They are an expression of your thoughts,”

“Yes, I see that,’ said Tom.
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‘Jesus is the Vord of God; He expresses in spoken form
what is in the mind of God. You could say that He is the
verbal expression of the Father. For example, God decides
that He wishes to create; He does this through speaking
His Word, through Jesus. “All things were made through
Him, and without Him was not anything made that was
made.” That shows us the power of God’s Word. He speaks
and creation comes into being.’

Tom wouldn’t have described himself as one of the
brightest men ever to have lived; neither was he a fool. He
had been blessed with enough intellect to enable him to
establish himself successfully in business. Yet for years he
had been perplexed by these opening words of John’s
Gospel. Now this stranger in a few sentences had explained
what he had puzzled over all his life. Tom was eager to
hear more.

“This Word, Jesus, became flesh,’ the visitor continued.
‘Look at verse fourteen. “And the Word became flezh, and
dwelt among us, full of grace and truth.” When that hap-
pened Jesus was no longer only the verbal expression of the
Father; He was now also the physical expression of God.
So John could go on to say, “We have beheld His glory, glory
as of the only Son from the Father.” Later Jesus Himseif
said, “He who has seen me, has seen the Father.” Tom,
have you ever considered the cost to God of becoming
flesh in Jesus ?

‘The great God becoming a baby in a stable-manger,
youmean?

‘Not just the fact of that, but what it cost God to do
that.’

‘I don’t see what you mean,’ replied Tom.

‘God is holy and just and perfect,” Alan began, his eyes
sparkling. ‘He came to dwell among the unholy, the unjust
and the imperfect. His motive was a very simple one: love,
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He desired to lead His people out .of their unholiness,
their injustice and imperfection. Incarnation and crucifixion
was the only way to achieve that: God Himself living in
creation and giving His life for it. And the result? A new
creation! New men filled with the Spirit of God, being
drawn into one body, the Vine, Jesus.’

‘Where is this new creation ?” asked Tom. ‘T don’t see it.’

‘That’s the problem, Tom; only a few do see it. The life
of the Vine should contrast greatly with the life of the old
order of creation. That Vine needs to manifest the love of
God, His holiness and justice and even His perfection in a
world that remains largely hardened against the purposes of
God.’

Tom was getting used to this man’s strange terminology,
but that was a bit much. ‘It sounds imposaible to'me,’ he
said. ‘Perhaps a few very saintly people might achieve
somethmg of that kind of life; you could not expect it of
many.’

‘It is true that each branch has to be grafted in indi-
vidually,” admitted Alan thoughtfully.

‘When can a person be grafied into this Vine? asked
Tom. Something like hope was stirring deep within him.
. ‘Grafting is a delicate business, and God wants every

graft to “take”. He is content to wait until the individual
is ready to be grafted into Jesus. Potentially, that is the
place for all men, for Christ died to make it possible for
everybody to be incorporated into Him.’

Alan paused, as if expecting some response from Tom,
He remained silent, torn by the conflict within him. This
stranger seemed to be speaking of some kind of Utopia and
yet he spoke of it in such real terms.

‘The Father knows the heart of every one of His people,’
Alan continued. ‘He will not graft into the Vine those who
do not desire to belong to Him.’
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To Tom, the room seemed to be getting warmer. He felt
like going over to the window, throwing it open and
breathing in some cool night air, Alan’s voice went on.

‘The Father desires to place us individually in His Son
that we may live in Him, to be a part of His life in the
world, to be fruitful branches.’

‘Could St. Gabriel's really be part of this Vine? Tom
wondered.

‘Never mind St. Gabriel’s,” said the visitor. “What about
Tom Billings 7

Tom felt under pressure. His individualistic instincts
came to the fore once again. ‘You are saying that I can
freely choose to become part of the Vine,” he said.

‘You are free to place your life in the Gardener’s hands
that He may graft you into His Son.’

“Then leave me to be free to choose. Don’t pressurise
me.’

“Tom, I would never dream of doing such a thing. I
simply want to point out to you that you have to make a
decision for yourself. That’s all.

Tom felt foolish. He knew that it was only the conflict
within him that made him react in this way.

‘You see, Tom, to be part of the Vine means to have a
vital, living relationship with Jesus Himself. You can
hardly live in Him without knowing him?!’

It was some time before Tom realised that the visitor had

‘lapsed into a long silence. He looked up from the pages of
the Bible on his knee, half expecting to see the man gone.
No; he sat quietly looking at Tom with great affection.

‘Have I allowed the Father to take hold of my life and
graft me into Jesus ?” Tom reflected.

‘Precisely,” the visitor replied.

‘Obviously, the answer is “No”, or I wouldn’t be in this
mess tomight.’
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‘Quite so. You don't know whether you are a branch of
the true Vine.’ '

‘T suppose that’s it. All these years of going to church and
I never knew that the Father wanted to plaoe me in His Son.’

‘Sad, isn’t it 7’ said Alan,

‘Come on, then! How can] let Him doit?

‘All in good hme It’s getting rather late. I think I'd
better be on my way.’

‘Oh no, you don’t.’ Tom Jumped to his feet to restrain
his visitor physically from leaving. ‘I want to know how,
and I want to know tonight.’

*Are you really prepared to make such a far-reachmg
decision, Tom ? Don’t you think it better that you discover
more of what life in the Vine is like first 7’

‘That is the place where I need to be. Somehow, I must
pet there.”

‘Only the Father can place you in the Vine, Tom. That is
His prerogative as the Gardener. It’s no good striving to
attain that position. You can’t achieve it by any self-effort
or good works.’ '

The visitor stood up. The two men faced each other.
Alan placed a hand on Tom’s shoulder.

‘I've shown you the way for your personal dilemma to
end, Tom. There will be further opportumt.m for us to
talk. I haven’t betn sent here tonight to leave you in the
mess in which I found you. Good night, my friend. God
_ bless you.’ '

The man quietly left the room and Tom heard the catch
of the front door as he let himself out of the house. He
slumped back into his chair.

‘God, oh God, take hold of my life and place me in
Jesus—please.”



“You caME TO bed very late last night.” Ann was busy try- .
ing to make coffee, toast and porridge all at once, and
threw the remark towards Tom as he entered the kitchen.
He grunted his assent and sat down.

‘Tony, don’t do that!’ His manner was more abrupt
than he had intended, but the command had the desired
effect and the young boy stopped banging his spoon on his
cereal bowl, The intonation of Tom’s voice made Ann look
round. Even though he had buried himself in the morning
paper, he could not hide the worn, haggard expression on
his face; the bags under his eyes seemed to stand out in
sharp relief.

‘Are you feeling sll right, Tom 7 Ann sounded genuinely
concerned,

‘Did you say something ?’ It was only a defensive ques-
tion, to give him time to think. He had never been very
good at hiding things from Ann, How could he begin to
explain the events of the previous evening? He felt so con-
fused about them himself,

‘I asked you if you were fecling all right,’ repeated Ann.
“You look awful.’

“That’s right; build up my confidence,’ said Tom, trying
to put on an air of good humour,
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Tm bemg serious,’ retorted Ann. ‘You look as 1f you
should go straight back to bed.’ _

‘Tm fine. Just a little tired, that’s all.’

‘Well, why come to bed so late

‘I was doing some serious thinking.’

'Ann was feeling uneagy. Tom’s recent moods had opened
her mind to all kinds of terrible possibilities. She tried to
sound casual, ‘And what great thooghts was Tom Billings
having in the middle of the night 7’

‘How much I love you.’

‘Tom? -

‘What ?

‘Don’t fool around. I'm being serious.’

‘SoamI.’

‘Mummny, the toast is burning.’ Angela’s voice broke ths
tension of the moment. Ann was almost in tears.

‘There’s nothing to worry about,’ said Tom as he stood
up. ‘I must be going.’ 4

‘You haven’t had any breakfast,” Ann argued.

‘T'm late now. I have to drive north—~remember ? That
new contract. Where’s my brief-case? I'll phone to let you
know if I have to stay overnight.’ He started for the door.

“Tom?!’

‘Whatisit?

Ann wanted to plead with him to stay and explain, but
knew it would only make the situation worse. “You haven't
said good-bye to the children.’

He went round the table and kissed Angela, then Tony,
onthccheek.HettoodlookingatAnn.

‘Bverything is fine. Really.” He kissed her with greater
enthusiasm than he felt, picked up his brief-case and went
out to the car. Ann felt very alone, and quickly busied her-
self with the breakfast, trying not to think.

It was pouring with rain. Everything looked, grey and
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soaking wet. ‘It fits my mood,’ thought Tom. “Why did I
upset Ann 80 easily when it was the last thing I wanted 7’
The deep sadness of the previous day began to seep back
into his mind. It was as though the hope his visitor had
brought in the evening had only made this morning worse
by contrast,

Once behind the wheel Tom found that the driving occu-
pied him and calined his mind —this was much better than
having your head full of vines! By the time he had reached
the outskirts of the town he was feeling more kindly dis-
posed towards life and when he saw a young hitch-hiker
in a layby, his foot touched the brake even before he had
given the lad the quick summing-up glance to which he
usually subjected potential occupants of his car.

But it was all right: this was a typical student, rather
threadbare but clean, with a fringe that he flicked out of
his eyes as he leant through the window to ascertain that
Tom was going in the right direction. As he climbed in, his
only luggage turned out to be a paper carrier bag, and
right on top was a well-worn black book with gold lettering

on the front— Holy Bible,

- Tom felt rather as he did on seeing a bank statement on
the doormat in the morning—what was in store for him
now? He crunched the gear as he moved back into the
stream of traffic, preparing himself to begin the usual
hitch-hiker conversation—but his passenger had seen his
reaction to the Bible. .

‘T carry it with me everywhere,’ he explained. ‘You never
know when you may have a spare minute. Do you ever
read it yourself, sir ?’

Tom didn’t know whether he felt trapped or comforted:
the lad obviously had conviction, but also some respect
for Tom’s feelings, which was most welcome. Still, Tom
was very surprised to hear himself giving an account of the
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previous evening. It meant he had to swallow his pride, and
this was quite painful, but as he progressed his passenger
becamne more and more excited. When he mentioned his
prayer that God would take over, the reaction was an
overpowering ‘Praise the Lord!’ Yet the young man, whom
Tom now knew to be called Martin, remained sensitive to
the situation,

‘How do you feel this morning 7 he asked.

‘Empty, somehow.” Tom thought a little more. ‘Rather
let down, on the whole. I gave my life to a living Christ
who loved me, or so I thought, and yet so far I have seen
very little of either His life or His love.” Suddenly he came
up with a start. ‘Until you came along, that is. But I looked
so ill this morning that my wife wanted to pack me off to
bed again, and everything went a bit wrong.’

‘Hm. It sounds as though it-would be a good idea to pull
into this service area,’ said Martin unexpectedly.

‘Why ?" asked Tom. ‘I have plenty of petrol and it’s too
early for coffee.’

‘If you believe I can help you at all, Tom, please do as I
say. You have a telephone call to make.’ )

‘A telephone call?” Tom was prepared to accept that
Martin understood his needs in relation to God, but surely
he was overstepping the mark here. “Who ta?’

“To your wife.’

‘Ann—why?

‘Please, Tom! You will miss the turning.’

Tom indicated that he was leaving the motorway and
slipped up the approach road to the service area. He
parked the car and then turned to face Martin.

‘Now what is all this about? he demanded.

“You need revelation from God, Tom, and I believe I am
here to give it to you. However, you will find it very much
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easier to hear what God is wanting to say to you if your
relationships are right and good. You will be one step
nearer the peace you want if you phone your wife and ask
her to forgive you.!

Tom was annoyed. ‘Ask her to forgive me! What for 7’

‘Don’t you think you might have upset her this morn-
ing?

‘T didn’t mean to. Anyway, it was only a littls disagree-
ment. She must be used to them by now.’

‘That sounds far from ideal,’ said Martin. ‘Surely you
should be able to sort these things out between you. I be-
lieve it is time you took the first step towards changmg the
sitnation.’

" ‘It isn’t all my fault, you know. Why, she...

He was cut short. ‘You are wasting time, Tom, and you
will find a much more willing response in your wife if yon
stop trying to apportion blame, and simply confess your
part in the breakdown of communication.’

This seemed to make sense to Tom, but it would be
difficult, No, it was more than sense—there was something
truly good about the idea. He hurried to a phone box and
dialled his home number. _

‘Hello, Ann. It’s me.”

« ‘Tom!" She sounded pleased; then concerned again. ‘Are
you all right ¥

‘Yes, I'm fine.’

‘What’s the matter, then ? It’s unusual for you to phone.’

Tom paused. Now it came to the point, he wasn’t sure
what to say.

‘Are you there Tom T Ann sounded more anxious.

‘Yes, yes, I'm here. I. . . I just want to say sorry.’

It was Ann’s turn to be silent.

‘I’m sorry that I upset you this morning. I didn’t mean
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to. In fact, I've been like 2 bear with a sore head recently.
‘There’s been a lot on my mind.’ The pips sounded and Tom
realised that he had no more change.

‘T’ll tell you more when I get home. Good-bye, darling.’

‘Good-bye Tom. Thanks for phoning. Drive carefully.’

Tom walked slowly back to the car. Martin did not even
lock at him as he settled himself in the driving-seat. ‘Well,
that was rather inconclusive,” said Tom. ‘I should have
made sure I had more change.” He felt sad, rather than
angry. Nothing seemed to go quite right at present.

‘Not quite so inconclusive as you think,” the other said
encouragingly. ‘You have made your wife feel a great deal
happier and you have given her some hope.’

‘Hope? Tom was surprised that anybody could ‘gain
any hope from such a brief telephone conversation.

“Yes. Hope that when you return home this evening you
really will tell her more of what is going on inside you. Ann
loves you and she needs to share in your problems.’

They were once again travelling northwards at a steady
seventy miles an hour. “You’d better tell me more about
your God,” suggested Tom. His passenger seemed de-
lighted at the suggestion.

Ann replaced the receiver and stood thoughtfully by the
telephone. “Tom, please talk to me tonight, please! I want
to know what is going on inside you.’

Her eyes became moist and she reached for a tissue. She
had wiped away 8o many tears in these past weeks, silent
tears that Tom wasn’t even aware of, Many times she had
asked herself the same question that had been burning in-
side him: ‘What is the use of it all” Was she condemned
to a life of daily household routine, continuaily clearing
up after the children, and only a withdrawn uncommuni-
cative husband to spend the evenings with ? There seemed
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to be no zest for living as there had been when they were
first married, only a steady accumulation of possessions.
And it seemed that the more they possessed, the more they
had lost.

She looked around at the tastefully furnished room. A
hovel would be better if only there was happiness. And yet
she was not unhappy. She loved Tom; she loved the
children, despite their selfish ways; she had good health
and, until recently, she had felt secure. That was the real
problem. She no longer felt secure—about Tom, about the
value of possessions, about anything. The thought sent a
cold shiver down her spine.

She reached for the telephone. ‘I'll ring Ruth,’ she
thought. ‘She’s always good fun.’ There was no reply. It
was going to be a long day.

‘God is love;” the student said simply. “This love of His
is different from anything that we usually mean by that
word. It is a generous love, a steadfast, sure love that never
changes. It isn’t fickle like human love, dependent upon
emotions and feelings. His love is dependable and strong
ard will never fail those who are embraced by it.’

“That sounds good,’ commented Tom.

‘And it’s real, so real that He made it human. He loves
because it is His nature to love; there can be nothing un-
loving about Him.”

Tom wanted to argue about so maay of the world’s
problems but he remained silent. For years he had heard
sermons about the love of God and still he had no idea of
the nature of that love.

‘Anybody who yields his life into the Father’s hands
puts himself'into the hands of love, and the Father lovingly
places him in Jesus,” Martin continued. ‘God lovingly
places him in Love. St. Paul expresses the nature of that
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love beautifully. “Love is patient and kind; love is not
jealous or boastful; it is not arrogant or rude. Love does
not insist on its own way; it is not irritable or resentful; it
does not rejoice at wrong, but rejoices in the right. Love
bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, en-
dures all things. Love never ends.”’

‘So different from the way I love,’ thought Tom.

‘It is into that kind of love that the Father places us. Do
you realise the implications of that, Tom? You no longer
have to live in the weakness of your own human love; you
can live in the power of God’s love.’

Tom wanted that kind of love; the poverty of his own
was s0 obvious,

‘God is a good Gardener, Tom, a very good Gardener.
The Vine yon have been readinig about is to be an ex-
pression of what He is Himself. Because the Father is love,
the Vine is to bo a physical expression of that love, con-
tinuing the ministry of Jesus in the world.’

“You can conceive of such a love,’ said Tom, ‘but you
can’t see it. Such love doesn’t exist in reality—it couldn’t,
or everyone would want it.”

‘People may want it once they hear of it—but do they
want it enough to pay the price?” Tom was aware of
Martin’s eyes on him.

‘You can’t buy God’s love,” he countered.

*No, God gives freely—but not until we give ourselves
freely to Him. He can’t fill our cup until we realise it is
empty and give it to Him.

‘I can see that,” said Tom, ‘but how do I give myself, and
what happens afterwards?” By now he had forgotten that
he was talking to a hitch-hiker he didn't know and prob-
ably wouldn’t meet again, For the moment Martin was to
him the provider of the knowledge he desperately needed,
and he clung on for all he was worth. Martin felt love being
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drawn out of himself, and yet he was filled with more and
more warmth for this man whom he had to lead so care-
fully, He had never been so aware of being a channel of
God’s love, one link in the chain which would eventually
bind Tom to his God. Martin felt like singing, but Tom’s
question was still unanswered, and it was as broad and
far-reaching a question as he could have asked.

‘Help me, Lord,” breathed Martin and reached for his
Bible.

‘Let’s see what answer we can get from John 15, shall
we? I think verse 2 gives us a pretty clear idea of what the
Vine is all about. Listen. “Every branch of mine that
bears no fruit, he takes away, and éyery branch that does
bear fruit he prunes, that it may be more fruitful still.” ’

‘A vine has a simple purpose: to bear fruit. It isn’t an
ornamental plant and it is no place for anyone who desires
only a cosy, comfortable life, or who wants to retreat
from responsibility. Such a person only draws life ount of
the rest of the plant and yields nothing. So there is little
point in asking the Father to graft him into Jesus unless
he intends to be productive.’

" ‘So the initial down payment is the handing over of your
life to God with the intent of being a produchvc branch of
the Vine.

Tom was pinning ideas down and analysing hard. ‘Once
I’ve handed my life over to God, I should start bearing
fruit. What does that mean? :

¢ “The fruit of the Spirit”,’ quoted Martin, * “is love,
joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness,
gentleness, self-control”.’

‘Wow! Could you repeat that—but slowly. I just can’t
take it in.' Tom listened carefully, but it sounded even
more of a tall order the second time round, and his mind
was reeling. “These are all the things 1 have needed for

31



years, and when Pve tried to achieve them, I've failed. I
allow people to irritate me so that I can reject them, and
then I hate myself and lose my peace. How is any of that
going to change 7"

‘Listen once more, Tom, The verse begins “The fruit of
the Spirit is . . . The Spirit flows like sap through the whole
Vine, and it is through the Spirit alone that we are pro-
ductive. This is why we need to be grafted into Him: to
allow the Spirit of God to flow continuously through us.
Bearing fruit is a direct result of that, and not of any effort
we might make.”

‘It just turns upside down everything my life is based on,’
said Tom. ‘Here I am then, allowing the Spirit to produce
fruit in my life—what about the pruning? What does that
involve 7

Martin smiled gently, sensing the undercurrent of anxiety
beneath Tom’s anelytical approach.

‘God will want to deal with your sadness, anxiety,
impatience, unkindness, faithlessness and so on. To do
that effectively, He wants to bring you to the point of
accepting, willingly, His pruning knife in your life.’

‘Ouch! I feel like someone facing an operation.’

“The Master Surgeon will perform it personally; so you
will be quite safe.” Martin was sensitive to the conflict go-
ing on within Tom. ‘You need to believe that and not
wriggle under the knife, or you will cause yourself pain in-
stead of avoiding it. Anyway, only the bad or useless parts
are going to be cut away, like part of your body which is
making you ill. The alternative to facing the operation is
death.” Tom winced.

‘That’s putting it rather strongly, isn't it 7

‘Not really. Your life without God is only a gradual pro-
cess towards death.’ For a moment Tom was silent.
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‘Whereas in the Vine . . . 7 he queried.

“You become more and more alive with the life of God’s
Spirit,’ finished Martin.

Tom drove on for a few minutes, and then, seeing a ser-
vice area signposted, suggested a cup of coffee. He was
almost dizzy with ideas, and needed a break from the driv-
ing as well. It was quite a relief to switch off the engine and
still the droning. Tom went to wash and then joined Martin
in the cafeteria, already fresher in mind and body. He had
also had time to frame his next question.

‘If 1 become a branch in the Vine of Jesus, what changes
will take placein me?

‘There is no one answer to that,’ replied Martin, ‘be-
cause we are all individuals and God treats us as such.
Most people experience a new love and joy, and a deep
sense of peace that comes from living in harmony with
God. This means worship will come alive, and prayer will
have meaning and purpose, because you know the One you
are communicating with, and know He can act.”

‘I must admit I am horrified to see how many aspects of
my life are going to have to change,” said Tom. ‘Am I al-
ways going to be in a state of upheaval ?’

‘May I suggest, Tom, that most of your present state of
disorientation comes from the indecision in your mind ?
“Do I dare take the plunge ? In what ways is God going to
change my life, my personality, my attitudes? How will my
family and other relationships be affected ?* The questions
are mingled with a good deal of fear, and there is also the
consciousness of your sin and failure in the past, All in all,
there is quite a lot going on inside you!’

‘Including the knowledge of my need to get back on the
road again.,” Tom smiled, and started off back-for the
car.
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A few minutes later they were moving smoothly along in
the fast lane and Tom could switch his mind to ‘auto-
miatic drive’ while he grappled with eternal verities.

‘One problem which occurs to me is how to make the
decision,’” he admitted. ‘A detailed mental analysis of God
doesn’t help me to love Him. Where can I start?

*As you say, intellect can only take you part of the way,
After that, your heart and will come into action. Then,
once you have committed: yourself, your intelligence can
be used by God to help you discover things you would
never have seen without Him.’

‘So I need to give God my intellect as well ?” Tom almost
sighed.

‘What better way to dlsoover you trust somebody than to
follow them on a path you don’t understand? argued
Martin. ‘There may be many occasions in the future when
you won’t understand, and then you will have to choose:
either accept the sitnation as from God, or decide He has
lost control, and take over the reins yourself.’

‘It must be difficult to decide sometimes.’

‘Yes Tom, very difficult. But the purpose of pruning is
to cut away evil, not cause it. The Father has a very posi-
tive approach. He wants us to manifest more of His love,
so He faces us with a situation in which we feel totally in-
capable of love. Once we acknowledge the fact that we
can’t love, God may show us that we didn't want to get
too involved, or that we were afraid of our love being re-
jected. This recognition brings us to repentance so that we
can be forgiven, and given the strength to grow in love and
so bear more fruit.’

‘So what may appear negative to us, is in fact positivu in
God’s terms,” Tom concluded.

‘Right,” said his passenger. ‘Yet so many Chrlstlans
grumble and moan when put to the test, and 80 fail to meet
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the challenge and grow. Instead, they harbour resentment
against God for allowing somethmg to happen to them, or
for allowing a problem to remain.’

Tom felt there was much more to be said on this point,
but they had reached the place where he had to turn off the
motorway and leave Martin to find another lift.

‘I can’t tell you what our conversation has meant to me,”
he said as he pulled into a layby on an approach road.

‘T just hope 1 haven’t made it sound too complicated,’
said Martin. ‘It would perhaps be better if yon just re-
membered how God brought us together—but keep work-
ing at John 15. You’ve hardly started yet! God bless you,
Tom,

‘I feel sure He will,” Tom replied. ‘Goodbye, and thank
you again.’ The next few minutes required concentration
as he found his way to the office block to meet his appoint-
ment. He made it with three minutes to spare.

‘Mr. Billings ?’ the attractive receptionist said. “Oh, yes
Follow me. Have you had a good journey T

How could he answer a question like that?

IT HAD BEEN a long day. Ann had felt condemned to soli-

tary confinement. The persistent rain did not encourage

any shopping expedition; she had no contact with her

neighbours; and Ruth, her only close friend, had obviously

gone out for the day. She tried to break the monotonous
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silence by turning on the radio, but soon became bored by
the banal comments of the disc-jockey and the tedious
repetition of the same records, most of which only seemed
to emphasise her feelings of emptiness.

It was on days like this that she was thankful that Tony
was not yet at school. He had returnied from playgroup and
bad played, quietly with his model cars for most of the
afternoon, leaving her to do the ironing with only her own
thoughts for company.

The sound of the telephone made her jump. ‘At last!
Contact with the outside world,’ she thought as she made
her way around the ironing-board to answer it.

‘Ann Billings,’ she said correctly.

‘Hello, darling, it’s me.’

*Tom!’ Two calls in one day? It was more than she had
received from him in the past month. ‘Iwasjustthmkmg
about yow.”

‘What were you thinking ?” he asked.

‘I was wondering if you really meant what you said to
me this morning; about telling me what’s going on in you,
I mean.’

‘Of course I meant it. Listen. This is long-distance.
You'll never guess. I’ve won the contract. At least, it was
given to me, It’s all very strange; but then some very odd
things have happened to me today. I thought you'd like to
know—about the contract, I mean.’

‘Tom, that’s wonderful.” Ann was delighted at the ex-
cited tone of his voice—more like the Tom she used to
know, full of enthusiasm and expectancy. ‘T'd still like to
bear about the other things, though.’

“Yes, of course, darling. Pm coming straight home.’

‘Tl have dinner in the oven then,” Ann replied guickly
as the pips began. ‘Drive carefully.’

‘T will. 'Bye love. God bless you.’ The line went dead.
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It would be difficult to know who was more surprised
by the last phrase, Tom who spoke it, or Ann who heard
it. ‘God bless you too,’ she said without much reverence
and knowing full well that her husband couldn’t hear. The
words were immediately followed by the thought, ‘I do
hope he’s all right.’ ' :

She had no more time to think about the matter, as the
back door crashed open to announce that a very wet
Angela had returned from school, eager to communicate
the days’ happenings to Mum. ‘Just go and change those
wet things first,’” Ann insisted, ‘then you can come and talk
to me while I cook supper.’

‘He's never said that to me before,” she reflected as she
searched for chops in the freezer.

The drive home had been lonely. Tom bad half expected
to meet another friend, find another hitch-hiker. Anything
seemed possible now.

*You’re being stupid,’ he.told himself. Finally, he settled
back, resigned to the fact that he was supposed to travel
alone. It gave him time to reflect on all that was said that
morning and upen the unlikely events of the afternoon.

It was late by the time he returned home, feeling physic-
ally tired, yet inwardly elated. He couldn’t determine
whether or not this was due to winning the contract. How-
ever, he longed to see Ann and talk to her—a longing that
had been missing from his life for some time.

Tony was asleep and Angela was reading in bed, hoping
for a good-niight kiss.

‘Hello, Daddy.’ She greeted him with a hug as he bent
over to kiss het. Tom sat on the bed.

‘Angela, my sweet, have you had a good day? He
listened to the happy chatter about the teacher’s eccentrici-
ties and friends’ good-humoured jokes.
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‘It’s time you were asleep. You have to go to school
again in the morning.” While he was speaking Tom was
making a mental note that he must spend more time with
Angela, just talking with her. She would soon be grown up
and he would have missed the joy of knowing his little girl.

‘Angela, I think you are old enough to begin saying your
prayers before you go to sleep.’ She looked at him strangely.
The Sunday service had been a natural routine in life, but
what happened at St. Gabby’s (as she always referred to it)
was never brought into the home. It was always the drag
before the enjoyable part of Sunday.

‘What do I say ?’ she asked simply.

‘Say thank you to your heavenly Father for all His love.’
The ready way in which the words came ¢o his lips sur-
prised him.

Willing to be obedient, Angela closed her eyes and said,
“Thank you, God, for a lovely day. Amen.’ She looked en-
quiringly at her father. ‘Is that all right

‘Well, He is your Father, not just God,” Tom replied.

“You are my father,’ protested Angela.

“Yes, I am your earthly father and God is your heavenly
Father,’ explained Tom. .

‘Ohl’ replied Angela. ‘But I don’t know Him. How can
he be my Father if I don’t know Him ?*

‘Precisely !’ said Tom triumphantly. ‘You feed to know
Him!

‘How 7 The question was too simple for comfort.

‘T’'m not sure, Angefa, but I'm going to find out.’

‘Do you know Him, Daddy 7

‘I'm beginning to. Yes, I really am beginning to. Come
on, you must go to sleep. One day soon I'll tell you Liow
you can know your heavenly Father.’

‘T hope He’s as nice as you, Daddy,” she said with a
smile,
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“You need have no fears about that; He's much nicer
than I am. He’s the perfect daddy.’

‘You are, nearly,” Angela replied with a grin.

‘I wish I was,” said Tom. He switched off the bedside
lamp and turned to leave the room. He was surprised to see
Ann standing in the doorway.

‘I didn’t hear you,’ he said with obvious embarrassment.

‘Tom Billings, I think you and I had better have quite a
long talk tonight.’ It was almost a threat.

‘Let’s enjoy dinner first,” he suggestad.

‘Tell me about the contract,” Ann said as soon as they
had sat down. She had only just stopped herself from sug-
gesting that they should say grace. The joke would have
been in bad taste and she was none too certain of Tom’s
reaction in his present strange mood.

Tom helped himself to the runner beans in silence and
then looked up at Ann. Her face was full of enquiry and
her eyes.ssemed larger than usual, as if she were trying to
pierce his mind with them.

‘I’ve told you about Hanson before,” he began. ‘Offici-
ous, correct, business-like; never gives anything away to
anyone. Why shouid he, in a position like his? It was a
long shot even attempting to obtain such a contract from
him. It's much bigger than anything we've attempted be-
fore, and people like Hanson usually need ample proof of
your ability to handle large contracts before they dish them
out.’

He paused while he chewed & mouthful of chop and
vegetables. )

‘The strange thing was that I wasn’t frightened of him
as I usually am, and when I was shown into his room he

seemed genuinely pleased to see me. He was so civil and
polite, charming even.’
‘A business- mansploy?'suggeswdAnn.
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‘No, no,” replied Tom, ‘it was nothing like that. He
seemed to be reacting differently towards me because I was
different. I am different, Ann. I feel different.’

‘In what way T she agked.

- T don’t know,” admitted Tom. T really don’t know.

That's the problem; I don't understand what’s happening,
It seemrs that I'm being drawn in a particular direction
despite myself —like a nail attracted to 8 magnet.’

‘And who is the attraction 7 asked Ann. That same cold
fear, irrational but real, prompted the remark.

‘God,’ answered Tom simply and devoted his attention
to his dinner. He dared not look up for some time. When
he did, be saw Ann watching him, her meal untouched.
" Theit eyes met.

*Tom, you’'re not feeling ill, are you 7’

He reached for his brief-case and searched for the con-
tract. He opened the document and threw it casually on
the table. Ann glanced down at thé closely-typed page, her
eyes focusing on the two signatures at the bottom.

‘I'm not ill, Ann. In fact, Pm just beginning to realise
that I've never felt better.

With that he ignored her troubled gaze and concen-
trated on his meal; he had eaten little all day. Ann could
only peck at her food. To say that she felt perplexed would
be an understatement, yet it was some time before she put
the obvious guestion. ‘And what has the contract to do
with God, Tom? The tone was different; no longer were
the words a challenge, mors of an enquiry. o
- ‘I don't know the answar to that either,” admitted Tom.
‘T suppose I'd better tell you the whole story. My meeting
with Hanson & dqaly a small part of what has happened in
the last twenty-four hours. Is there anything else toest 7

*There’s fruit pie in the oven. T'll fotch you some,’ eaid
Ann,
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‘Finish your meal ﬁtst. suggested Tom.

‘I’m not hungry, thanks,’

Ann went out to the kitchen with the dirty plates, un-
able to hold back the tears. She wiped her face on her apron
and didn’t see Tom come up behind her. He placed his
arms afound her and held her firmly. She needed that, the
security of knowing that he really cared. Yet still she was
totally unprepared for what followed.

‘Ann, please forgive me.” Again that cold chill inside
her. This time she prevented herself from saying anything.

- *I knew I've hurt you with my coldness and my indiffer-
ence. I've been living behind a shield. I've.snapped at you
when I haven’t intended to; I've been so wrapped up in my-
self that I’ve felt totally incapable of reaching out to you
even when I've known you’ve needed me. I simply didn’t
dare face the fact that anybody needed me, because I've

" felt such a total, inadequate failure. I've avoided the

children because I've felt I had nothing to give them. Ann,
my darling, 'm sorry.” He kissed her lightly on the side of
her neck.

‘Oh Tom, why couldn’t you have said all this long ago?
I would have understood.’

“Because I couldn’t face my insecurity antil I had found
the answer to it,” he replied.

‘And youn have found the answer ?

I think so.” He deliberately did not slacken his hold on
her, sensing that she might want to draw away from him.

‘You had better tell me about this God, if He can make
you that secore,’ she said.

‘First I want & kiss and my apple pie,’ he countered.

Tve failed aghin,’ said Ann. ‘It's cherry.’

It had been many months since they bad embraced with
such meaning. For so long now their kisses had been
routine. Whenever Ann had tried to express any tender-
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ness to him, he had resented the interruption of his privacy
and train of thought. If, at the end of the day, he had
turned his attention to her at last, she would see this as a
calculated prelude to going to bed, and dismiss it as mean-
ingless. Now they relaxed, and each received gratefully
what the other gave. The sensation was so new and glorious
that their reaction was one of laughter.

‘The cherry pie,” she said as they laughed happily.

" ‘T'll go and change while you serve it,” said Tom.

Ann cut two generous portions. Her appetite had re-
turned. She lamented the fact that there was no cream in
the fridge; it would have been good to give Tom a treat.
Never mind. He preferred ground coffee to the instant
variety, so she set about measuring it out for the per-
colator. How strange that a simple embrace and a kiss
could mean so much!

She was sitting in the lounge by the time Tom came
dowanstairs, the pie and coffee on the occasional table. He
slumped into a chair with a great sigh. ‘Oh, that’s good.
That’s very good—and the coffee smells delicious.’ He
smiled across at her. ‘I was going to finish the story about
the contract, wasn’t 17 )

‘Never mind the contract]® retorted Ann. ‘Let’s have the
whole thing, including God.'

Tom began with the description of his feelings on the
previous evening and the meeting with his unexpected
guest. Ann identified with many of the things that he said
—the emptiness and the solitary feelings—and she began
to understand the reasons for some of his moods. She had
often blamed herself for these, and wondered if she was
the cause of his withdrawal. Now she knew there was a
decper emptiness in Tom than she would ever be capable
of filling, ,

The events of that morning seemed incredible, from the
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mieeting with Martin to the fact that Hanson had already
drawn up the contract ready for Tom’s signature. Obvi-
ously, these things had made a decp impression on her
hugband.

‘1 was disappointed that Martin wasn’t around for the
journey home. I wanted to thank him. Then it seemed that
somewhere inside me a voice gaid, “Thank God™, So I did.
I began to thank Him; for Alan and Martin, the contract,
for you and the children. I felt so happy that I even began
to sing—you know, the good old hymns like “Praise my
soul the King of Heaven™. Somehow the words meant
something. It wasn't like singing hymns in church; now I
could identify with the words.’

‘What do you think has happened to you 7 asked Ann.

‘1 haven't the remotest idea what yon would call it
admitted Tom, ‘but I like it. I just sang and sang and sang.’

‘You didn’t need anyone else 7

‘No, I could thank God directly myself,”

‘Where do you think we go from here ?” asked Ann. She
would welcome meetihg somebody, as Tom had.

‘T don't know yet,’ answered Tom. ‘Somebhow I'm sure
this isn't a dead end. F know I need revelation and I need a
great deal more than I have so far received. There are still
hundreds of questions to be answered.’

“Tell me,” said Ann. ‘Did you ‘begin to sing and feel
happy before or after you bad thanked God 7

Tom thought for a moment. This could be important;
Ann had the habit of putting ber finger on vital points like
this. ‘Afterwards. Yes, definitely afterwards. I was pleased
about the contract, of courss, but in a digbelicving kind of
way. I could hardly beliove it had happened. It was only
after I thanked God that 1 felt so foll of joy.’

"Why did you ask me tp forgive you, Tam? You have
‘never fonad it easy to apologise.’
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‘Tt was that same inner prompting that told me to thank
Guod. I simply knew that I had to ask you to forgive me;
that it was very important that you did forgive me. You do,
don’tyou?

‘Of course I do, silly.” :

Tom smiled and sipped his coffee. ‘Tt was the same thing
with Angels. I knew that it was right that she should pray
and thank God.’

‘Father.

‘Father P

“You told her to t.ha.nk her heavenly Father,” Ann re-
minded him, -

‘Yes, He is, He is my Father.’

‘How do you know that ?*

‘T’'m not sure. I just know it. In the car, When I couldn’t
think of anything else to thank Him for, ¥ found myself
saying “Father, Father, Father” over and over again. I
know that God is my Father.’

‘Is He my Fathertoo?’

‘Well, I suppose 8o, but perhaps you don’t recognise
Him as such yet. Don’t ask me too many questions. I'm
pretty new to all this.”

‘Am I to thank God too P

“You are big enough and old enough to make your own
decisions, my love. I can’t make that one for you.

‘Just as neither of your friends could make it for you.’

‘T suppose s0. You can’t do something as big as that
until you’re ready.’

“You prayed last night, didn’t you ?

Tom lookod up at Ann abruptly. He had been so caught
up with the¢ day’s events that he had forgotten that moment
of anguish and despeir: ‘God, make me part of the Vine,’

‘Yes, that’s it. He's done it, bless Him. He’s done it.
He’s made me part of the Vine.” Tom jumped up and began
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pacing up and down the room excitedly. “You know what
that means, don’t you, darling ? He's accepted me. Rotten
old me. He’s forgiven me; He hasn’t rejected me. He really
does love me.” Tom’s face could not conceal the joy he felt.

‘I love you, Tom, and I accept you just as yon are.” Ann
was close to tears.

Tom came over to comfort her. ‘Darling, all this is for
you as well as me. I know you love me. It’s just that it’s
great to know that God loves me as well.’

‘1 need to know He loves me,’ said Ann as she wiped her
eyes,

‘Of course He does, nsisted Tom.

‘It’s no good you telling me that. I have to know it for
myseif, just like you. And I don’t have any stranger to help
nme.’ .

‘You bave me,’ said Tom tenderly.

She grabbed hald of his hand. ‘Tom, I know I have your
love. This evening is the first time I have really felt that for
months, Let me enjoy that and leave me to seck this other
love for myself. I don’t know how to love God or let Him
love me, and I can’t thank Him for that love until I'm sure
of it. Ifmcrelsa God, Tom,Itha.nkHJm foryou. That’s
as far as I can go.’

The picture of Alan, quiet and patient, flashed into
Tom’s mind. He knew that he must not ask anything of
Ann that she was unable or unwilling to give.

It was late. Tom pulled Ann to her feet. They could look
forward to a deeper union with God and with one another
in the future. Tonight they would enjoy that union of love
that God bad already given them and that they had not
found satisfying'for so long.

The dirty coffee-cups could wait until the morning.
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THE CONGRATULATIONS FROM colleagues over the winning
of the contract meant remarkably little to Tom. It seemed
to him that he was being praised for something that had
come as a gift. Besides which, he found to his astonish-
ment there were more exciting things in life than work,
ambition and prestige. He would have found it difficult to
believe anyone who described the Holy Bible as an ad-
venture, but that was precisely what it seemed to him now.
Ann was already accustomed to the new sight of her hus-
band reading avidly the pages of the New Testament every
evening, and his frequent exclamations of ‘Listen to this!®

She seldom made any comment on the words ke read,
sometimes because they meant nothing to her and she felt
left out of Tom’s world, sometimes because they struck
home and niggled at her. Many of her long-held values
seemed to be threatened and a sense of disorientation set
in. Tom, on the other hand, was gripped by & new en-
thusiasm for life. He tried to share this with her, but that
seemed to alienate her even further.

She dido’t understand his confidence that God had
grafted him into Jesus, and she couldn’t always share his
enthusiasm for the Bible, although she was impressed by
his new concern for others, including herself. In fact, she
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was more aware of the improvement than was Tom him-
self, who was discovering just how difficult it was to over-
come his pride, arrogance or jealousy. As he saw it, the
Holy Spirit was pointing out his failures, and the Father
was beginning to prune him. -

The car was being serviced and Tom was making his
way home by means of public transport. The wait at the
bus stop seemed endless.

‘When God speaks, His words do not return to Him
empty: they accomplixh what they were spokem to
achieve.’

Tom turned round quickly. Alan gave a wide smile.
‘Isaiah, chapter 55, verse 11,’ he said.

It had been several weeks since their first meeting.
‘Alan!’ Tom blurted out and flung his arms round the
man, much to the surprise of others in the queue. He
didn’t know how else'to express his gratitude to his friend,
and was lost for words. Having people around made this
worse 80 he suggested they walk through a nearby park
which would take them both in the right direction. -

‘How are you enjoying your new life in the Vine? One
look at Tom provided an answer, 80 Alan asked how St
Gabriel’s was getting on.

‘Very much the same for everyone else—but totally
different for me,’ replied Tom. ‘I find 1 don’t understand -
enough to explain to the rector, or even to Ann, but it’s 50
real, The Bible has come alive, and the Spirit uses it to
point out where I go wrong and what I can do about it. Yat
I don’t feel victimised—on the contrary there is a new
sense of freedom, and I just want to work harder and
harder at clearing out my life.’

‘That sounds a very healthy state of affairs,” enthused
Alan. ‘So far you have been able to keep pace with God’s
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purpose for you, and that is exhilarating, isn’t it? This
~ often happens to young Christians, to allow the graft to
“take” properly. But I warn you that the time will come
when God may ask more of you than you expectsd, or it
may seem that He disappears and becomes remote.’

‘I’d better keep an eye on Him then.” Tom smiled at the
idea. ‘Not that I had any intention of doing otherwise. But
what should I do if it does happen? Forewamed is obvi-
onsly forearmed.’

“Stick closs to Him by the same means as you found Him
in the first place,” answered Alan after a pause, “That is, go
on giving yourself with no thought of seif.’

‘With no thought of self,” repeated Tom. ‘Hm. I suppose
thinking of how I am improving or the next step I have to
take verges on that.’ '

‘It does indeed.” Alan was emphatic. ‘“Think of your
attitude to worship. Have you ever been lost in praise in
the church service and then realised that you are lost in
praise, that you are singing louder, or praying longer?’

‘Goodness, yes! You're quite right—the joy bursts
instantly.’

‘Because you have stopped giving yourself,” Alan con-
tinued. ‘As soon as your eyes turn back on yourself, or you
begin thinking about what you might get back, Jesus dis-
appears from view.” The men walked on in silence while
Tom digested this thought and saw God's logic behind it.
By the time he spoke again his mind had moved on.

" *When you have already given your life to God, what
can you give next? I mean, Itcantbetotaﬂyrcpcudve
—growth is an ongoing process.’

‘It should be, Tom, although many people cannot accept
the reality of the first stags and so never move any further.
Yet Jesus calls us to action, has a definite plan for us, as
He had for the first disciples. “Follow me,” He said, “and
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I will make you fishers of men.” We cannot remain static.
What about Paul—he certainly had the right idea. “One
thing I do, forgetting what lies behind and straining for-
ward to what lies ahead, I press on towards the goal for
the prize of the upward call of God in Christ Jesus.” *

Tom had been very happy to receive all that God had
given him freely in the past weeks. He hadn’t stopped to
consider what the Lord might be asking of him, beyond a
little pruning of certain aspects of his character. Yet he
could see quite clearly now that he would soon be turning
in circles unless he was careful; and that could not be
God’s way.

‘What you have been experiencing so far is the heady
sensation of the grafting and of the sap of the Spirit mov-
ing for the first time. This will continue as you allow God
into more and more areas of your life. But He will also
lead you into the understanding of many other passages of
Scripture, many different aspects of His character, and you
can't expect to remain untouched by this treatment. You
will see not only God's promises, but also His demands.
God desires that you bless Him, not only with your lips,
but by giving your life freely for the good of His kingdom.’

‘What is all this going to mean in practical terms?” Tom
was feeling that a major upheaval was on the way, and
there was apprehension in his voice.

“You will have to allow God to reveal that to you Him-
self. What ig important now is that you grasp the principle
audmakcthenewsaaryresponse.ThenGodwillbcfreeto
show you His purpose.’

“The principle being that I live to bless God and allow
Him to do with my life exactly as He pleases.’

“Tom, I can’t help praising God for the way He is al-
ready at work within you.” Alan’s admiration was genuine.

*The time for praising Him will be when I have respond-
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ed in the way He desires.” Tom thought he had succeeded
in correcting his friend at last,

‘No, Tom; it is always the right time to praise God—
now, and when you have obeyed Him."

The introduction of the word ‘obey’ didn’t escape Tom’s
attention. ‘I thought God did not compel us,” he said.

‘He does not compel, but He does command.’

‘So disobedience is a possibility at any moment,” com-
mented Tom.

‘Sadly, yes. Once in the Vine, the branch needs to dis-
cover rapidly that it has to conform to the life pattern of
the whole Vine. It can no longer wilfully go its own way.
Some submit to that fact, because their desire is to be fruit-
ful branches that will live.for the glory of God. Others
haven’t passed the point of self-concern. They don’t truly
care about God’s purpose for them. They are concerned
only for themselves and what they can gain personally
from the lLife of the Vine. God knows the heart and in-
tentions of every-man: no one can deceive Him.”.

‘I don’t want to deceive Him.’

T know that, Tom, and the Lord loves you for it. He
rejoices in you and in the pruning you have already allowed
Him to do. But every branch must expect continual prun-
ing; then each harvest will be richer than the last.

By now, Tom was getting used to the vocabulary Alan
used, and was not put off by a tone that before he would
certainly have described as pompous. He saw through
that to the message, and the message was all too clear.

‘Many Christians like to think of the fruitful times as
the good times," warned Alan. ‘It seéems that they are in
harmony with God, their lives are filled with peace and
joy, and they see Him using them to bring blessing into
the lives of other people. But that fruitfulness is the result
of all that God has done previously in their lives; it is the
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oculmination of the growth that follows pruning. He will
not be content with that: He will be looking forward to
the next harvest when they will be an even greater blessing
to Him and to others,

‘It’s o use pleading with the Father to leave us alone.
‘We can’t say “Let me stay at this level of productivity—I
was pretty good last year; I want to rest this year.” Look
at that flower over there.” Tom’s eyes followed the direc-
tion of the other’s finger. A single bloom stood out among
a sea of buds. ‘“That flower couldn’t have produced itself;
12 Is the natural result of the growth of the whole plant. In
the same way, you don’t have to become anxious about
whether you are being productive enough to remain in the
Vine. “Abide in me and I in you,” says Jesus. If you do
that, you will be fruitful.’ .

Yom admired the flower. It drew attention to itself
simply because of its beauty. It couldn’t speak. A prayer
formed in Tom’s mind: ‘Lord, make me something beauti-
fil in your sight, that I may kive only for you.’

Alan noticed his silence and looked enquiringly at him.
‘] have asked you to take in a great deal in a short time,
Tom. Perhaps I'd better stop.’

“No, please,’ said Tom. ‘Please continue. I can follow
. what you're saying quite clearly.’

“Then I had better stop before I confuse you. Anyway,
you aren’t far from home now, and I turn down here.’ The
man stopped on the corner.

‘Won't you come home and meet Ann ? asked Tom.

‘Not this evening, I think. There will be other oppor-
tunities. Can I just say that whenever you are conscious of
God’s pruning, you can know God’s hand is upon you,
even if you don’t understand the necessity for what He is
doing in your life, Be patient, for in time you will be given
understanding.’
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Alan stopped abruptly. ‘I’ve been talking long enough
and it’s time I was going. The Lord bless you.’ '

Was Alan warning him of something? Or was this sense
of foreboding only Tom’s imagination ?

ToM WALKED THE short distance home with a good deal on
his mind. Ann was not at the door as usual; no, of course,
she hadn’t heard the car arriving. He rang the bell and .
waited. No noise of feet along the corridor, children shout-
ing a greeting; the house wags still. She must have slipped
out for something—but the shops were closed by now,
surely ? He fumbled in his brief-case for his keys, his mind
full of vines and pruning, trying to absorb what Alan had
said. He let himself in, dropped his case in the hall and
made for the kitchen and a cup of tea.

He didn't look at the piece of paper on the table until
be had filled the kettle—it looked like Ann’s scrawl in
‘pencil on anything to hand, He picked it up. “Tony has had
an accident. Come to the hospital immediately, Ann.’

Tom dropped the note and ran. Was the car back from
the garage? Yes. Ann must have gone with the ambulance.
It was twenty minutes’ drive to the hospital —at six o’clock
at night it ‘took half an hour. The lack of detail in the
message terrified him. He was frantic as he burst through
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the swing doors and asked at Enquiries. A maze of corri-
dors, white doors all alike and then, at last, Ann.

‘Tom?’

‘Whereishe?

‘In there. It’s a head wound.’

‘How bad ?

‘They haven’t told me.”.

Ann cluag to him, shivering with fear. About an hom
carlier, Tony was playing outside when she had heard a
scream. She had run out, seen Tony lying in a pool of
blood, and phoned for the ambulance. The other children
had left her alone with Tony; she had felt alone ever since.

‘All we can do is sit and wait, I suppose.’ They sat close,
but there was nothing to say. It wasn’t real. It couldn’t be.
Tom had no idea how long it was before the door opened.

The doctor looked grave. ‘It’s brain haemorrhage. We're
doing all we can.’

An unbelieving silence. Tom had risen to his feet. He
sat down agdin slowly.

‘God, no!’

‘I don’t know if you believe in God, Mr. Billings, but if
you do, your son could do with your prayers.’

With that the doctor was gone. The words had come like
a whipcrack. ‘If you believe in God . . .’ Tom had not even
thought of praying. Sq much for his new-found faith. But
could prayer help ? '

He forced his mind back to Alan, to his Bible studies.
He couldn’t focus on anything, but surely here was hope.
God responds to faith, he told himself. Resolutely be turn-
ed to his wife, who sat, ashen-faced, in a chair beside him in
the bare room. ‘Ann, my love, we must pray.’

‘Pray? came Aunn’s retort. ‘What has God got to do
with all this ? Her mind was full of fear, and she couldn’t
think of anything else. The tears slid quietly down to the
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corners of her mouth. ‘Still, if you want to, go ahead.
You’re the expert.’

‘We must do it together, Ann.” Tom spoke with great
difficulty, forcing the words out.

‘Why?

‘1 don’t know. I just sense that we must be together in
this.’

‘I can’t, Tom.’

‘But Tony’s life is at stake.

‘Do you really think it will make any dxﬁ'erence ? Ann
looked challengingly straight into Tom’s eyes. He thought
for a moment, then he knew.

‘Yes, Ann, it will make all the differenice.’

‘I only hope you’re right.’

‘I know I'm right.’ His own confidence surprised him.

‘Go on then, you pray. All ] can say is “Amen™,’

The problem was what to pray. There had never been a
time like this before. What was it Alan had said? ‘It is
always the right time to praise God.' How could he praise
God for this? Yet it was true: God is always worthy of
praise.

Tom began slowly. He had never prayed aloud with any-
one before and Ann’s reluctance made it more difficult. He
was very embarrassed, but he couldn’t back out now.
*Lord, we praise you and we thank yon.’ Ann looked up
sharply, about to protest, but the intensity of Tom’s face
deterred her. ‘Father, we know that you love Tony and I
believe you’re going to heal him. I'm sorry for my lack of
faith. Please forgive me.’

When Ann saw the tears rolling down his cheeks, she
too closed her eyes and tried to participate in what Tom
was doing,.

‘Dear Lord Jesus, you have healed so many. Please,
please stop this haemorrhage in Tony’s head. "
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‘Please, Lord,” Ann’s words came ont in a sob, ‘Pleass,
Lord.”

“Thark yom, Father. Oh thank yomw, thask you,’ Tom
whispered. A great bope had soared from deep within him.
He didn’t know why, but he knew that God bad beard
Ann pray, and that He loved afl of them. Surely everything
would be all right now, somehowr! He looked wp st Ann
who, although wiping her checks with a bapdkerchizf, had
ber eyes on him, wanting to trust he was right, but not
really daring to bope.

‘How ¢an you be so surc?* Had the words coms from
Ann or from himself ? Tom clong on %0 what he keew.

“Thask you, Jesus, thank you.’

They sat in silence, holding hagds, but each lost in a
different surge of emotions. What was happening 7 What
was real? Another timeless pause. Them the door opened
again, and they turned expectantly to:the nurse who
quickly answered the question in their eyes. -

‘M. Cummings smys the hacmorrhage seems to have
stopped. You can see Tonty briedly.”

If Tom badn’t beon at her side, Ann might well have
fainted for the scoond time that duy, but for a very different
reason. ’

‘Is he conscious T agked Tom.

“That isn’t very likely. Why not go and see for yoursell 7

Tony lay motionless, his face pale, There was a younger
doctor and a nurse in the gide-ward, besides the consultaut.

‘Your prayers must have beem very efiective, Mr.
Biiliugs. I didn’t think be stood mamch chance.’

‘How is he 7 asked Anm.

‘Stj]lvetywexk.'l'hmisldmnoamahc'umabnao
long as he doesn’t begin to haemorrbage again.’

Andthodamm?’ukod‘!‘on.‘wmhnbanumﬂm
all this T
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‘Impossible to say at this stage. Perhaps you’d better
keep praying. Now I think you should take your wife
home;; there’s nothing more you can do here tonight. Tele-
phone the hospital in the morning. Good night to you.’

‘We will, Doctor,” Ann said deliberately as Cummings
turned to check Tony’s pulse rate.

“You will what, Mrs. Billings 7’

‘We will continue to pray.’

‘In my profession, it isn’t easy to believe in God. You
see so much human suffering. But every now and again
something like this happens, and I wonder. Good night.’

‘Good night,’ they replied together.

- They walked down the hospital corridor towards the
main entrance. Ann stopped in front of the direction board.

‘Come with me,’ she $aid to Tom.

‘Where are we going ?' he asked.

‘Never you mind.’

They climbed the stairs to the second floor, and Ann
turned purposefully down the corridor to the hospital
chapel. ‘Well, don’t just stand there,’ she said, holding the
door open, ‘come in. Anyone would think that I'd never
been inside a church before, judging by your face. We do
go together every Sunday —remember P

‘Yes, but. ..’ started Tom.

‘But what 7’

‘It doesn’t matter now.’

There seemed to be a quiet confidence and determination
that Tom had not often seen in his wife. The chapel was
still and peaceful. There was nobody else there. Instead of
sitting in one of the pews, Ann went straight up to the
altar rail and knelt down. He followed her in growing
amazement.

‘Lord, I'm sorry.” Her voice sounded boldly and could
bave been heard in any part of the chapel. Tom was glad it
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was empty. ‘I’ve doubted you and thought goodness knows
what about you this afternoon. I want you to forgive me
and 1 want to know you as my Father.

Without ceremony she stood up and walked out of the
chapel. ‘Oh, thank you, Father,” Tom hastily said as he
chased after her.

‘What happened ?° he asked as they walked downstairs.

‘What do you mean, what happened ? Nothing happen-
ed! Is anything supposed to happen ?’

‘Well, yes. No. I don’t know.’

She linked her arm in his. ‘Tom, I just know that our
heavenly Father is looking after Tony.’

‘Pruning may be painful, but if this is the fruit . . .’ said
Tom. ‘

‘What are you talking about, Tom Billings ?’

‘Later, dear. I’ll tell you later. What I want now is a cup
of tea.’

IT wAS PERHAPS the strangest evening of their married

life. They sat on the sofa as usual, facing the television, but

for once the screen was blank and they were quite oblivi-

ous of it. The sight of their son, pale and still in the hos-

pital, was impressed on their minds, and yet, even as they
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remembered, instead of the panic they might have felt,
there was peace.

‘It really is going to be all right, isn’t it? Ann voiced
their question and the answer in one sentence. Yes, they
both knew it was.

‘You’ve come a long way today,’ said Tom. ‘Your first
reaction was to scream at God and blame Him for what
had happened.’

‘That was partly shock,’ Ann tried to excuse herself.
‘One minute Tony was playing happily in the garden with
his friends; the next he was lying in a pool of blood on the
ground. He is so young, and it scemed so cruel.”

Tom could sense that Ann needed a tug away from that
frame of mind before it overcame her. ‘Come on, Ann, it
would be too easy to wallow all night and that wouldn’t
do anyone any good. Let’s have some coffee and think
potitively about where we go from here.’

‘Back to the Scriptures, I should think.” Ann aoocpted
his challenge, albeit with difficulty. ‘If our knowing God
can help Tony in some way, it’s the least we can do. Any-
way, I've got a lot to-learn.’

Tom slipped out, just pausing at the door to take in the
sight of his wife sitting over an open Bible. He-couldn’t
resist going back to kiss her on the forehead; then he made
his way to the kitchen.

‘It’s very reassuring,” said Ann-as he came back with the
coffee, ‘but all muddled up. You say something, and that
‘will give me a starting point.” Tom was ready to oblige.

‘It's this *“‘abiding” business that I must sort out,’” he
began. ‘Jesus says “Abide in me, and I in you.” 1 really
need to understand whet that means. This evening I failed
miserably to do it and T don’t know why. But for that
doctor asking me whether I believed in God it might never
bave occurred to me to pray.’
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‘We have no proof that the prayer stopped the haemor-
rhage,’ said Ann. .

‘None at all,” agreed Tom. ‘But remember, I knew Tony
was going to be all right when we prayed, before the nurse
came with the news that the bleeding had stopped.”

Again the shadow of fear was there. This was nro aca-
demic point of doctrine; it was literally a matter of life and
death. Yet the reality of the situation drove them back to
doctrine for the real answers they needed. Tom had re-
cently bought a concordance. He thumbed through it now,
looking for the word ‘abide’. He discovered that the Greek
word usually. translated in this way means ‘to remain, to
continue’,

‘It seems that Jesus is really saying to His disciples, “Go
on continuously living in me as I go on continuously living
inyow.”’

‘You believe your life has been given into the Father’s
hands? Ann asked reflectively. ,

‘Pm certain of that,” answered Tom; ‘that’s why every-
thing has been so different during these past weeks. Your
life is in His hands too.’

‘Yes, I think that is true,” she agreed. ‘I felt that is what
I was doing in the chapel. Somehow, I knew God had
proved Himself to me. It’s funny, really; it’s very difficult
to put my finger on what was happening, I was sorry for
my reaction earlier and for all that I had said about Him,
and thought too, and I sensed that He had forgiven me. It
was as if He was saying, “°All right, Ann. Let’s start again,
together.” So I thought, “Right Lord, here goes!™*

‘So you stood up and walked out of the chapel,’ sug-
gested Tom.

‘Yes, I thought I had better get on with it.’

“With what 7 The question wasn’t easy to answer.

‘With this business of living with God, that you have
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been on abouwt for the last few weeks, I suppose.’

‘I think you need to learn something about “abiding”
too,” smiled Tom, ‘but I know what you mean about for-
giveaess. I found a verse somewhere the other day which
said that God promises to wash away our sins like a mist
that dissolves away.’

*‘The Lord needs to do a lot more cleaning up inside me,
I stilt have several foggy patches.” Amn seemed very
thoughtfal. '

‘Don'’t worry,” Tom reassured her. “He will get round to
all of them in time.” -

Ann closed her eves and could have been praying. Her
thoughts nceded to be privats,

Tom thought about Alan’s introduction of the word
‘obey’ into their conversation. For £o long his Christian
iife, such as it was, had seemed to be a blind obedience to
the injunction that he should worship every Sunday. Now
that he had discovered the grace of God, he had been de-
livered from a logalistic approach to religion. Yet Jesus
had plenty to say about obedience. “If you love me; you
will keep my commandments.” There was no escaping the
Lord’s mearing, although it was growing too late to find
the answers to his many questions that night.

Ann had slipped into sleep, the strain of the afternoon’s
events, being soothed awzy. She woke up just enough to
get to bed and said nothing about the situation before
drifting back to the sleep she needed so much. Yet Tom
sansed she was at peace, and his last thosght that night
was of thanks to God that He knew their needs and was
mocting them.

Early the next morning, Ann’s first th;)ughx was for
Tony. The picture of him lying in the hospital bed was as
vivid as ever, but mow it was accompanied by a prayer:
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*Father, keep him safe.” She quietly slipped out of bed and
dressed without disturbing Tom.

The house was uncommonly quiet. The usual noise of
TFony playing in his room was painfully absent. He was
always the first up in the Billings household and Ann was
accustomed to waking to the sounds of a multiple model-
car crash or Angela’s protests at being disturbed by her
young brother.

~Although it was not yet seven o’clock, Ann could not
refrain from telephoning the hospital. Tony was still on
the critical list. The sister suggested that they delayed their
arrival until after the doctor had seen Tony at around
ten. .
Ann was confused. She wanted to believe that this faith
business was simple and straightforward. After all, Jesus
had healed people instantly, but she didn’t feel she had
the right to expect that to happen with Tony. She made a
cup of tea, and took it upstairs. She needed to talk and was
relieved to find that Tom was already stirring,

‘Hotel servicel’

‘How’s Tony ?’ asked Tom.

‘He had a comfortable night, but is still on the critical
list.”

‘Can we see him 7

‘After ten, when Cummings has seen him again.’

Tom’s thoughts were no clearer than Ann’s. Suddenly,
he sat up.

‘Ann, answer me this!’

‘What now 7 she asked, startled, as she mopped some of
the tea which had spilt on the sheet with the sudden move-
ment.

‘When we prayed for Tony last night, what did you ex-
pect would happen 7

‘I don’t know, quite. I suppose I hoped that God would
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cure him, that he would regain consciousness and that
there wouldn’t be too much brain damage, Why 7

‘It’s something Jesus says about prayer.” Tom was thank-
ful for the hours he had spent reading the Bible in recent
weeks. Now he searched his mind hard to remember the
words exactly. ‘He says something like this: that if, when
we pray, we really believe that what we are praying for
will happen, then it will happen. If we believe that Tony
will get better when we pray, then he will.’

‘I see that,” said Ann, ‘but how do you make yourself
believe like that T

Tom had no answer. He sipped his tea quietly. ‘Let’s ses
what we do believe,’ he suggested. ‘Do you believe that
Tony will be cured ?

Ann didn’t need to delay in her answer. ‘Yes. Yeststday
afternoon I couldn’t have said that; now the answer ig
definitely “Yes™.

‘When do you think he will be cured 7 askdeom.'Dnt
was not so simple.

‘I honestly don’t know. One part of me wants to say it
will be sudden, another part says it will be a long process.
I suppose I really believe the second although I want to
believe the first.’ '

‘Me too,” admitted Tom.

‘When you say that Tony will be cured, what do you
mean by that? Do you think the healing will be perfect so
that there is no brain damage 7’ '

Ann thought for a very long minute. ‘I must confees it
bad never occurred to me that the healing could be per-
fect. I took the doctor’s word that there was bound to be
some damage. I've just hoped that it would be as little as
possible.’

‘Perhaps if we believe there will be no damage, there will

be none,’ suggested Tom.
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‘Again, how do you make yourself belicve that ¥ asked
Ann sadly.

‘T wish I knew.” Tom sighed. *I really wish I knew.’

Tom again broke the silence, ‘It shouldn’t be like this.’

‘It’s impossible to understand why things like this hap-
pen,’ replied Ann. “We all have accidents, I suppose. The
trouble is some turn out to be far more serious than
others.’

“Yes,’ he agreed, ‘but I didn’t mean that. It shouldn’t be
like this in the Church. The early Christians sgemed to
love and care for one another in a way that we never sea
now. What would happen if we took our problem to St.
Gabriel’'s?’

‘Dear Mr. Dean would go and see Tony. He is very good
at bospital visiting. He would probably want to see us too.’

‘And what would he say 7

‘I really don’t know, Tom. I've never been in a situation
like this before.’

‘Would he be able to answer our questions? Could he
tell us how to believe in the way we need to believe 7

“There’s only one way to find out.” Ann reached for the
telephone and dialled the number of the rectory.

‘It's very early to ring,” protested Tom weakly.

‘Oh hello, rector. This is Ann Billings. 'm very sorry
to phone so early, but we have a problem we would like
you to help us with. Our little boy, Tony, is in hospital.
He had some kind of accident yesterday. He has a frac-
tured skull and was hasmorrhaging badly. Thankfully the’
bleeding has stopped but he is still critically ill.’

Tom could faintly hear Mr, Dean’s ‘Oh dear, I am sorry’
at the other end of the line. ‘How can I help you?

‘Do you think we could call in to see you on our way to
the hospital, at about 9.307 Oh, thank you. That will be
fine. Good-bye and God bless you.’
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Ann replaced the receiver and then realised what she had
gaid. She looked at Tom and they both laughed. ‘Am I
allowed to bless rectors 7 she asked.

“Well, you’ve just biessed that one,’ -

Mr. Dean’s study showed the usual priestly problem.
Piles of correspondence lay on his desk unattended, owing
to the pressure of his pastoral respongsibilities.

‘T really sm very soery to hear about this,” he began. ‘T
shall go and see Tony myself later. I expect to be visiting
in the hogpital this afiarncon. And we shall put him on the
prayer list.”

‘It’s about prayer that we have come to see you, said
Tom, Hoe ontlined the conversation he had earlier that
moming with Ana. The rector listened intently but said
pothing. ‘How can we make ourselves believe in the way
we need to believe ¥ Tom concluded with the vital question,

The parish priest looked sad. ‘You can’t,’ he said. ‘For
years I bave been scarching for that kind of faith myself
and I haven't soquired it. Many times, I've wished for it
Mmuselhaveseenm&needfor:t.l’etithasalways
eluded me.”.

His honesty touched them both and created within them
8 concern for him rather than for their own problem. Sad-
denly he buried his face in his hands. Tom end Ann looked
at one gmother, uncertain what to do. After a while, the
rector’s voice sounded muffled from behind his hands, ‘I'm
s6ITY ; Idmtknowwhu’wmneomme.’l’huumostun-
like me.

‘Shall I call your wife 7 mw@tedAnn.

‘No, no, dor’t do that.” He seemed to recover a little at
the suggestion. They sat in an awkward silence.

‘Perhaps we'd better go to the hospital,” suggested Tom.
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‘Please, don’t go just yet.” They couldn’t ignore that plea.
The rector, aged suddenly before their eyes, had lost his
habitual dignity and charm. He fumbled at the papers on
his desk as he spoke, and mumbled as though he were un-
sure of his voice.

“Time and time again, I have come to this point in my
ministry,” he began. ‘This is one time too many. You see,
when I read the Bible, I come across so many things that
we are told to do. I often want to do them, but I can’t. I
can’t, because I haven't the power to do them. Jesus told
His disciples to heal the sick and they did. They healed
because He healed. I have never healed. For years I have
seen sick people in their homes, in hospital; sometimes
they are critically ill and are dying. I can do nothing for
them except try to comfort them. I suppose I have become
quite good at that, but it never satisfies me. When I go to
see your boy, 1 shall see him lying there and I shall think,
“Poor little mite.,” My prayer would be, “God, what a
mess!” You see, Tom, I have reached a point of despair
when it comes to sickness.’

*That's great!’ Tom didn’t mean to sound so enthusiastic.

The rector looked up and gazed steadily at him. ‘Don’t
laugh at me—please.’

‘I'm not laughing,’ assured Tom. Simply he related the
events of the past few weeks, his own personal point of
despair, and how be had come to know God as a result.

‘I have seen this change in you recently. I must admit I
have been envious at the way you have obviously been lost
in prayer at the communion service. I don’t think what you
have said will help me, though, Tom. I met with God years
ago; that is what led to me being ordained. It all seems like
a dream from the past now. Somewhere along the line, I
feel He left me behind.’
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Tom was out of his depth. He hadn’t come here to
counsel the rector in his problems.

‘T wish I knew the answers to give you,” he said. ‘We are
all so inadequate and powerless. Jesus empowered His
first disciples to heal, so why shouldn’t He empower us ?’

“That is a question I have asked myself many times. I try
to rationalise an answer by saying that now we have the
medical profession and there are not the same needs as
there were in a more primitive society. But that isn’t the
whole answer and I know it. The doctors have their limita-
tions, and God is almighty. That means He has the power
to do anything. Often I am tempted to think that He
doesn’t really want to heal. Yet I know that such a thought
is inconsistent with the Jesus of the Gospels.” The priest
shrugged his shoulders in a gesture of resignation and
defeat. ‘So I have to get on with the only thing I know,
which is how to give comfort to those in trouble.’

‘That is an important gift to have,’ said Ann.

‘Yes, my dear, it is important in some situations. It is a
very poor second-best in others.’

‘Like this one,” Tom suggested.

‘Yes,” agreed Dean, ‘like this one.’

Tom and Ann left the rectory with more unresolved
questions burning within them. They could have done with
an immediate answer on which to base their hope. Instead,
they must go and hear the latest verdict from Dr.
Cummings.

‘He is holding his own. I can say no more. There is still
no sign of consciousness, which is a pity. The longer he is
unconscious the more chance there is of brain damage.’
The consultant looked grave.

‘You didn’t really expect him to live last night, did you,
Doctor?” Tom looked straight at him as he asked the
question.
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‘Not when he first came into casualty; I must confess I
didn’t. There seemed a sudden change while you were hers
yesterday. One of those strange accurrences for which one
can give no medical reason. Since then, young Tony’s con-
dition has remained static.’

Tom and Ann sat quietly for some minutes by Tony’s
bedside. There was no flicker of movement, except for
- slight evidence of his very shallow breathing. They tried to
pray their confused thoughts, but with little sense of satis-
faction. There seemed no point in remaining for long, so
Tom suggested a cup of coffee in the hospital cafeteria.

‘Perhaps we’ve been kidding ourselves,” suggested Ann..
Within the atmosphere .of the side-ward, it had been diffi-
cult to imagine that any sudden change could take place.
Away from the situation, it had seemed easier; there in the
hospital it was different.

‘No, I don’t think so. We simply need a few answers to
some very direct questions.’ /

The cafeteria was crowded. Ann went to find two places
at a table while Tom queued for the drinks. No tables were
free, but one in the corner by the window had only a single
occupant. Ann would have liked some privacy for her con-
versation with Tom, and was pleased that the man had
nearly finished his drink. He looked up and smiled at her
as she sat down and then returned to his book. Ann waved
to Tom to indicate the direction in which to come. He was
within six feet of the table when he recognised the figure.

‘It’s you again !’

The man looked up. ‘Ah, Tom. Do come and join us.
" This, I take it, is Aon.” This time he not only smiled, but
held out his hand.

‘Darling, this is Alan.’

‘How do you do ?’ said Alan briefly. ‘How is Tony 7’

‘He is holding his own, but still critical,” Tom replied.
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‘How do. you know about Tony? Ann’s voice had a
challenging note,

‘Oh, you know how news gets around offices and neigh-
bourhoods. I felt I might be needed and was pretty sure of
finding you here.” Ann was not quite satisfied by Alan’s
answer, but comforted by his presence.

“You are certainly needed,’ agreed Tom, “We have some
questions to ask you. I'm not sure which is uppermost in
my mind. Our need to believe that God can heal Tony
completely, or the sight of a rector in tears because he
can’t help.us.’

Ann was quite sure which was more important to her,
and was a little annoyed when Alan started talking about
the Church. It was several minutes before she began to
listen to him,

‘God does not see each branch in splendid isolation,” he
was saying. “To be part of the Vine is not only to live in
Jesus but also to belong to one another. You see, unless
the branch is securely grafted on to another branch, it will
not continue to receive the life of the Vine. Jesus says, “A
branch cannot bear fruit by itself.”

‘Can you imagine a branch floating about in space say-

ing, “I have my personal relationship with God”” ?* Alan’s
eyes sparkled. “Would you expect such a branch to receive
life from the Vine ? Branches separated from the Vine will
be “‘gathered, thrown into the fire and burnt.” * The last
phrase made Ann suddenly react.

‘But until recently I would have thought belonging to
the other members of St. Gabriel's ridiculous. And I do’t
think they would want to be involved on that level either
—not that I really know them very well.’

‘We cannot share God’s life and love with one another
very freely if our relationships are formal or superficial,’
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Alan pointed out. Ann smiled, recognising that they were
basically on the same side. ‘Do we really want to share our
lives with each other at all ? she asked.

‘Now that we’ve finished our drinks shall we go some-
where less crowded ? suggested Tom. Some of the bgnches
in the hospital gardens were occupied by patients in dress-
ing-gowns, enjoying the sunshine and the change from the
atmosphere of the wards. Ann chose a vacant seat in the
shade of a large oak tree. She hoped the subject would turn
to Tony now, but Alan obviously had more to say about
the Church.

‘There are many people who either think only of pro-
ducing their own fruit, or who want to know God better
but miss out on the relationships with others that would
help them so much in their spiritual lives. God’s plan for
the individual is worked out in the context of His purpose
for the whole Church.’

‘And yet what do you do, faced with a church like St.
Gabriel’s? objected Tom. ‘Our “life” there consists of
* Sunday services, money-raising functions, and the occa-
sional Bible-study course which usually fails for lack of
support.’

‘It must have occurred to you, Tom, that the change in
your lives could affect others in the church ?’

Tom had thought of this, but to hear it stated aloud
made him feel very inadequate. ‘I seem powerless to bring
about any change,’ he said.

‘But God is not powerless, Tom. In His mind there is
the vision of what St. Gabriel’s ought to be: a body of
people who receive His life and love and power. They
know how to share what they receive with one another and
others who come seeking an answer to their needs.’

‘When' the church is as God wants, will He then provide
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the power to heal people like Tony? asked Ann, desper-
ately wanting to relate all that was being said to the present
predicament.

‘No, Ann. If God waited for that, He would never re-
lease His power. Men will not become that kind of church
if they attempt to do so in their own strength, only if their
lives are first filled with God’s life and power and love.’

‘That’s what we need,’ blurted out Tom. ‘God’s power.
That’s what we need now.’

Alan smiled. *Why ? To heal Tony or to become the kind
of church that God desires ?” Tom took the point.

‘Both,” he replied.

‘Amen,’ echoed Alan,

‘But how do we receive this power ?” continued Tom, his
heart beating faster.

‘Jesus said to His disciples, ‘“You shall receive power
when the Holy Spirit has come upon you.” He knew that
the Church would be unable to fulfil its purpose, that of
continning His ministry, without such a baptism of power.’

‘T was baptised as a baby,’ said Ann, ‘but perhaps I've
pever understood what it meant.’

‘It means that you have died,’ said Alan.

Both she and Tom were puzzled now.

‘Perhaps a verse from Romans would help. Paul says,
“We were buried thérefore with Him (Christ) by baptism
into death, so that as Christ was raised from the dead by*
the glory of the Father we too might live in newness of
life.”?

‘Then I'm not the person I was born

‘And I must have an entirely new life.’

‘Right, both of you® Alan laughed. ‘Go to the top of the
class. The old you is dead and buried, but you won’t live
in the power of the new one until you recognise that fact.’

‘So what is the Holy Spirit? I thought I had received the
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Holy Spirit when I was baptised and confirmed.” Ann was
still perplexed.

‘Who can say that it isn’t the Holy Spirit given at that
time who has led you to where you are today? Alan
smiled. ‘T say-“who”, because the Holy Spirit is a person,
not a thing; He is God. The Father loves uvs, the Son died
for us, and the Holy Spirit is God alive within us. Does that
help? .

But Ann hadn’t heard Alan’s neat summary of the
Trinity—the words ‘where you are today’ had turned her
thoughts back to Tony, and the theology had become .
irrelevant again.

‘Oh God, help him.” Her face contorted. Alan put an
arm firmly round her shoulders and produced a handker-
chief. Now that she had given up the pretence of calm con-
versation, she was quite without resources against the pain
and fear which blacked out her mind. Yet she gradually
became aware of Alan’s strength beside her and, with the
perspective of his faith, hope returned. As her sobs sub-
sided, she tried to apologise, but Alan rubbed her arm with
affection.

‘No, you are right to feel —details of doctrine don’t meet
your need. You understand enough to know the way for-
ward, and Christ will teach you the rest as you go. You
need to go to Him and ask to be baptised in. power and
love—to be baptised in the Holy Spirit of God.’

‘But what do I say?

“Tell Jesus that you are giving Him your life, and want to
kive for Him. Give Him your sins, your fears, your doubts.
Give Him your character, your time, your loves; give Him
everything. Give Him Tony and Angela and Tom.’

‘Give him Tony ? But what if He takes him 7

‘He has the perfect right to do that. He is God.”

‘P'm not sure I can face that.” Ann’s voice cracked.
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“Then tell Jesus how you feel.’ Ann hesitated, even when
she saw Tom stand up resolutely.

‘I'm going to the chapel now.” He spoke and moved
quietly, knowing that he must not influence her decision
in any way. He wanted to touch her hand, to plead with
her; it mattered so much that she should follow him. Slowly
he walked across the grass, his eyes tarned to the hospital
and the chapel. It was a long way, and yet too near.

Suddenly her hand slipped into his.

‘I’'m coming too,” she said firmly.

WHEN THEY REACHED the chapel, Tom and Ann agreed to
separate. They each had business to do with God and
needed to be quite alone with Him. Ann was so eager to
know God’s presence that she quickly sat in a chair near
the door, while Tom walked up to kneel at the altar rail.
Yet their purpose was the same —to meet God.

And God came to them both as individuals, and they
felt His love and goodness, beside which they knew them-
selves to be worthless. Both wept at the futility of their
lives without Him, and asked Him to take them and make
of them something new. Both prayed that Jesus would
baptise them with His Holy Spirit.

To Ann this was a great surprise. She felt a great heat
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pass through her body. It seemed that her face was on
fire. Her arms opened spontaneously as if she were greeting
her Lord. Momentarily she thought her heart would burst.
She wanted to speak but could find no words to express
the wonder of His presence. Then she found herself speak-
ing strange words that seemed tJ flow naturally from deep
inside her somewhere, words she couldn’t understand. but
which expressed what she wanted and needed to say. For
several minutes she was oblivious of her surroundings,
‘lost in wonder, love and praise’.

‘Ilove you, Father, I really love you. Jesus, thank you.’

For Tom, there was nothing of this. No excitement, no
strange tongue, no sensation, nothing except an inner con-
viction that God was faithful and had honoured His
promise. He knew that he had been given the power he
needed to live in God’s strength and not his own. He had
already knowan God's forgiveness, that his life was in His
hands. Now there was a greater certainty of the bond that
existed between them: God and man. He was at peace.
And as he prayed for Tony, be had the overwhelming con-
viction that God had the whole matter under control.

His only problem arose when he turned round to Jook at
Ann. He felt a sharp pang of jealousy at the radiance of her
face. The feeling intensified when she came forward, koelt
beside him and hugged him. .

‘Oh Tom, He is wonderful. He just told me that you and
I are going to have a very different 1ife and that we mustn't
fear, because He is going to lead us.’ :

Again the pang of jealousy. He hadn’t heard God speak-
ing. Then he realised that Ann had only voiced what he
had inwardly felt; Perhaps the Lord had different ways of
communicating with different people. He returned the hug.

‘Will it always be as wonderful as this?’ she asked. Her
eyes were closed and she seemed lost in rapture. He didn’t
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know what to say. Perhaps it was best that he said nothing.

‘What about Tony ?” he asked after a discreet pause.

‘Goodness,’ said Ann. ‘I’d forgotten all about him. I was
so busy loving God that nothing else seemed to matter!’

‘Well, Tony matters.” Tom was finding this jealousy
difficult to cope with.

‘T know he does, silly. But with such a wonderful God,
he’s bound to be all right.’

He was thankful that she seemed oblivious of his prob-
lem as she almost skipped down the aisle of the small
chapel and collided with Dr. Cummings as he came through
the door.

‘I thought I might find you here.’

Ann looked startled. ‘I’m sorry. I just feel so excited and
almost light-headed.’

‘Excited 7 He looked at her. ‘If your eyes didn’t sparkle
in that way, Mrs. Billings, I might suggest a sedative.’

Ann had no time to ask him what he meant before Tom
asked about Tony’s condition.

“You must have been praying again. About half an hour
ago he regained consciousness, The extraordinary thing is
that he seems bright and alert.

‘There appears no sign of brain damage ?” Tom asked.

‘It’s much too early to be certain of that. So far the signs
are good, and certainly the damage is not as extensive as I
had feared.’

‘Can we see him ?” asked Ann.

‘For a few minutes. Please understand that I don’t want
him excited. The danger may not yet be over completely.
There are a number of tests that will need to be carried
out.

They made their way to the ward quickly. Cummings
grabbed Tom’s arm before they opened the door. ‘Re-
member what I said, please: no excitement.’
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Tony had propped himself up in the bed and was trying
to look out of the window.

‘Now then, young man, you are supposed to be lying
down quietly.” There was no chance of that when he saw
Tom and Ann. It was a job to contain his enthusiasm—or
theirs, for that matter. As they listened to his chatter they
were surprised that he showed no signs of distress at his
strange environment. Commings was true to his word and
quietly ushered them out after only five minutes.

‘He seems fine,’ said Ann with obvious relief.

‘Well, Mrs, Billings, I must confess that I am surprised
myself. There must be some medical explanation for this
sudden improvement. I have invited one or two colleagues
to come and examine him later today. It is a fascinating
situation.’

‘Well, don’t get him too excited,” said Ann. They all
laughed. The tension of the whole situation seemed to have
drained away.

It was by now mid-afternoop. They had not felt hungry
earlier in the morning and lunch had been far from their
thoughts. They decided to go home and fix some omelettes.
On the journey they found themselves singing, ‘Now thank
we all our God’ at the top of their voices, careless of the
stares from passers-by and other drivers when they stopped
at the traffic lights. Their singing stopped abruptly when
Tom swung the car on to the tarmac in front of their

garage.

A woman rose hesitantly from the doorstep on which she
had been sitting. Tom thought at first she was going to run
away, until he saw she was drained of energy. Her puffy
red eyes suggested someone who had cried through the
night, and the uncombed hair was that of a woman who
had given up.

‘Rhonal’ Ann suddenly recognised her and rushed for-
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wards. Rhona Menzies was a neighbour whose younger
son was roughly the same age as Tony.

‘Rhonal Whatever is the matter ?’

‘Ob, Ann. I’'m sorry. I am so sorry. He didn’t mean it.
I know he didn’t mean it. How is he? Oh, the poor boy!’
She collapsed into Ann’s arms. Tom rushed to her assist-
ance, thinking that he had seen more adult tears shed in
the last twenty-four hours than in a lifetime.

‘Bring her in,” he suggested.

Ann settled her on the sofa and tried to calm her sobs
while Tom went to make some tea. It was some minutes
before Rhona sat up straighter and blew her nose de-
terminedly on Tom’s handkerchief.

‘Now tell me what’s wrong, Rhona.’

“You mean you don’t know? The woman looked both
startled and even more frightened at the possibility.

‘Know what ?

She fumbled with her fingers, picking nervously at her
nails,

‘Please tell me, Rhona.” She sat silently. Tom came in
with the tray of tea. The familiar warmth and taste seemed
to help.

‘It was Roger who did it. But he didn’t mean to,’ she
added quickly. ‘He didn’t understand. I’m sorry. Really
I'm sorry.’ Again, they had to wait for the tears to subside.
‘How is Tony? she asked when she felt able to speak
again.

‘He’s fine.’ .

Relief spread over Rhona’s face. ‘I thought he was
dying. Mrs. Whittaker told me that there was little hope.’

‘She was right,’ said Tom, ‘at the time. Now he’s making
a remarkable recovery.’ '

‘Oh, that’s wonderful. That’s really wonderful. But I
still feel so sorry that my Roger has caused all this.’

76



‘Do you know what happened, then? asked Ann. ‘T
couldn’t make any sense out of the children yesterday, and
was too concerned about Tony to worry very much.’

‘Simon is a little older than the others and he told his
mother, who phoned me. Apparently there is some wood
stacked by your shed. Roger picked up a slat and started
swinging round with it. He caught Tony a great crack on
the side of the head.’ '

‘I didn’t see the wood in his hand—or lying on the
ground for that matter.’

‘He had the presence of mind to put it back where he
found it. Obviously he felt guilty. I don’t expect you to for-
give us for causing you all this trouble, but truly I am
sorry.’

‘Listen, Rhona!’ Tom’s voice was crisp. ‘Ann and I
realise that it was an accident and even if Roger had done
it deliberately, we would forgive him completely. We have
no hard feelings towards him or you.’

Rhona looked a little happier. ‘Thank goodness it wasn’t
more serious.’

This time Ann had the answer. ‘Rhona, it doesn’t
matter how serious; it would have made no difference. We
would forgive Roger just the same.’

She looked at Ann with utter disbelief. ‘Don’t be silly!
You couldn’t belp being upset.’

‘Upset, of course. But we would still have tried to for-
give Roger or you or anyone else who had been respon-
sible.’

‘Why should you ?

‘Because it never helps to hold on to bitterness or re-
sentment. All of us need forgiveness. How can we expect
to receive it if we aren’t prepared to give it?

Rhona looked pensive, ‘How do you getit?

‘By asking God for it.” Tom spoke when Ann hesitated.
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‘What would He want with me? Still, I haven’t come
here to talk about myself. I'm so relieved that Tony is go-
ing to be all right. It’s really wonderful what these doctors
can do these days.’ It was as if she had suddenly put on a
mask, ashamed of what she had revealed already about
herself. Tom and Ann looked at one another. Both were
thinking that it would be better to let her go. Perhaps an
opportunity would arise soon when they could show Rhona
the way to forgiveness and a new life.

It was good to be home and they were tired. Tom kissed
Ann lightly. ‘Sit down and finish your tea. I’ll do the
omelettes.’

Three days later, Tony was the centre of a home-coming
celebration. There was his favourite raspberry jelly with
ice-cream, and fruit cake with nuts on the top. Angela had
made & big poster which was sellotaped to the front door,
saying simply, ‘Welcome home, little brother.” Around the
edge were matchstick doctors and nurses looking very busy
and efficient.

Mr. Cummings had asked Tom and Ann to see him per-
sonally when they collected Tony from the hospital. Trying
to be as scientifically detached as possible, he announced
that a further X-ray had revealed that there was apparently
no fracture after all, and that there was no sign of the
scars normally left after a haemorrhage. When challenged
further, he suggested that there must have been some mark
on the previous X-ray plate, which had been interpreted as
a fracture; however, he had to admit that he could not
account for the absence of any internal scarring, “That,” he
said thoughtfully, ‘is quite amazing.’

‘Don’t you believe in prayer” Ann had asked him. To
which the consultant replied that he had seen too many
prayers go unanswered to understand the workings of the
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Almighty. However, he was delighted for Ann and Tom
and any others apparently in divine favour. Tom had
wanted to say that anyone could be placed in that position
by Jesus. Somehow the time didn’t seem right. The waiting-
room was full and Tony was eager to be home.

Vigilant to the last, Cummings warned them to watch
him carefully for a few days and not to allow him to be-
come involved in activities that were too boisterous or
physically demanding. As they left, the doctor had a
puzzled expression. When they had gone, he shivered,
threw the file into the ‘Out’ tray and summoned the next
patient.

Ann felt she had never experienced such happiness as in
the three days before Tony came home. The housework
was not the drudgery it had often been. She went arcund
the house singing gaily, The words of many of the old
hymns that she had sung mindlessly for years now took on
new meaning. Without Tony at home, she had the oppor-
tunity to sit down and pray. It was as if the Lord stood in
front of her and she could exult in His presence.

Occasionally, she questioned her sanity when she found
herself singing or speaking in this strange language that
came so readily to her lips. Such thoughts quickly passed
away, however, in the sheer joy of knowing her unity with
her heavenly Father through the praise within her. Tom
bad been a great help in showing her passages from the
New Testament that not only validated this practice, but
also encouraged it. “If it was good enough for St. Paul, it’s
good enough for me,” was the cheerful conclusion she came
to. Her one unspoken fear was that despite her gift she was
failing to be fruitful.

Tom’s attention at this time was focusing on the Vine
as manifested in St. Gabriel’s. On the evening before col-
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lecting Tony, Ann was rushing aronnd trying to make the
house tidy enough for him to mess up again, when Tom
interrupted her.

‘A vine has a consistent cycle of growth,” he said with
the authority of matured consideration, ‘culminating in
the harvest of the fruit. The clusters of grapes should show
a consistency of colour, ripeness, quality and taste. It
seems to me that if Alan is correct and God is concerned
with the health of the whole Vine, and not only of a few
branches, then He desires to see this cycle of growth taking
place in the whole of the Vine locally. He wants good, ripe
fruit everywhere. He doesn’t.expect it to bs ripe on one
branch, sour on another, the colour of one branch rich, of
another speckled and insipid.’

‘That’s certainly a clear way of putting it,” agreed Ann.
Then, as her practical nature came to the fore, she added,
‘But how are you going to bring it about? I see no sign of
the congregation at St. Gabriel’s knowing that life in Christ
is possible, let alone wanting it enough to ask Him for it.
Not even Christopher Dean.’

‘Then surely it’s up to us to show them what it i¢ and
how to get it,’ reasoned Tom.

‘But how can I explain what I don’t understand myself ?’

“That had me stumped for a while,’ admitted Tom, ‘and
then I suddenly saw it quite clearly. There are many
aspects of our new life which aren’t so easy to put across,
but the reason for it is very simple. Tell me, when did it all
really start for you 7’

‘Well, in the chapel, I suppose.’

‘And what did you do there 7"

‘T just saw my life in a new perspective. It wasn’t enough
to ask God to come into my inadequate life. 1 ngeded to
acknowledge that I belonged completely to Him.'

‘In one word then, Ann, you repented. Surely this is
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exactly what God wants: that everyone in. His Church
should turn their lives over to Him. This is the keystone—
repentance. And that doesn’t just mean being sorry for
your sins; it means handing over everything to God. If the
whole congregation did that, St. Gabriel’s would become
a living manifestation of the Vine, Christ in the world. It
must be possible—it worked for us, and we’re nothing
special.’

‘Is it as simple as that, though? Ann argued “There are
so many reasons why people could hold back from know-
ing Christ: pride, fear of the unknown, perhaps being un-
willing to be different. Even more reasons for not allowing
Him to be Lord in more than name!’

“That’s exactly the point,’ countered Tom. ‘Thc Church
today is nearly turning itself inside out to prove it is no
different from the rest of the world. If we are in Christ we
are different, gloriously different!”

- ‘Outsiders might not see so much of the glory.” Ann
seemed so sad.

Tom tried to encourage her. ‘Just look at the way our re-
lationship has changed, how much closer we are on a level
that matters. Imagine how the atmosphere in church would
be if everyone really ioved one another. Ann, it would be
fantastic] Think what the world would see then! No, we
must certainly stand by St. Gabriel’s, get to know people
much, much better and share our new life with them.’

Now Ann had grasped the vision in her own terms. ‘Of
course! We hardly know anyone in the congregation; we
never invite them for meals—how can we communicats
with them at all ?’

There was obviously a lot of work in all this, and they
were suddenly overcome with tiredness. As they prayed to-
gether, they saw clearly that they could not barge in and
take over the church—Christopher Dean would be the
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next person to contact. Yet the situation here was rather
sticky : the last time they had seen him he had broken down
in front of them. On the other hand they had been praying
for him, and they knew enough now to expect results. It
was a comforting thought on which to end the day.

*‘Of course] Tony!” With eight hours’ sleep and a morn-
ing cup of tea behind ber, Ann was suddenly in control of
the situation once more.

“What do you mean ?" asked Tom.

‘We could telephone Christopher Dean to let him know
that Tony is coming out of hospital.” Tom was uncertain
as to the wisdom of this, but Ann persisted.

‘We don’t want him to go looking for him at the hospital
and not be able to find him. And he’ll think us very rude if
we don’t tell him, especially after the trouble he took in
seeing us the other morning.’

‘He’s probably still feeling embarrassed about that,” sug-
gested Tom. Rather reluctantly he agreed that Ann should
telephone. The result was disappointing. Dean greeted the
news with polite enthusiasm, said nothing about their pre-
vious conversation, and ended the call abruptly by hoping
that Tony would be well enough to enable them to bring
him to church on the following Sunday. Ann could not
hide her disappointment.

However, St. Gabriel’s did seem different to Ann when
the family occupied their usual pew for parish communion.
Everybody appeared as remote as -always, but she could
enter into the worship with joy, for she knew Jesus to be
truly present. On more than one occasion, Angela looked
at her mother with concern because she was singing louder
than usual. The act of receiving the bread and wine was
particularly precious. Again, she was conscious of her face
burning, and the desire to open her arms to greet her Lord.
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The only thing that marred their morning was that
Christopher obviqusly didn’t share their joy. If anything,’
he seemed more serious and withdrawn than usual. That
was understandable if he was going through the kind of
conflict that they had experienced. His sermon was brief
and to the point, the message clear: don’t commit yourself
to anything unless you intend to see it through. As they
left at the end of the service, he was as polite as ever and
thoughtful enough to avoid giving Tony the usual pat on
the head. He made no reference to the subject that was
uppermost in their minds.

For weeks they maintained their prayer for their rector, -
humbly asking the Father to draw His servant into a deep.
awareness of His love for him. Ann was moved to pray in
her strange tongue, The Holy Spirit who inspired this
prayer within her, she felt, knew better than she how to
pray for Dean. She became increasingly frustrated at being
unable to do anything to help the sjtuation. ‘Keep praying,’
Tom told her. “God can do more about it than you can.’
She didn’t question this.truth, yet it would still have been
good to have something to do. Whenever she prayed, the
words ‘Abide in me’ kept filling her mind. Years of sense-
less activity had to give way to a dependence upon God,
and she was not finding the transition easy.

Then, one evening, they were surprised by an unan-
nounced visit from Christopher. He seemed a little em-
barrassed when Tom showed him into the lounge. He re-
fused the offer of tea or coffee, and they chatted aimlessly
for some minutes: After a natural lull in the conversation,
he finally came to the reason of his visit.

‘I believe we have a mutual friend,” he said, keeping his
eyes fixed on the pattern of the carpet. ‘During the past
weeks I have had several conversations with Alan which
have been both enlightening and challenging.’ He paused,
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uncertain as to how to continue, ‘I realise that I have come
to a crucial point in my life and ministry, and that I have
a series of very important decisions to make. One of these
involves you closely, I believe. Before I tell you more of
that, there are a number of questions I would like to ask
you.’

For over twenty minutes, he questioned both Tom and
Ann about their meetings with Alan, the changes that had
taken place in their personal lives, and Tony’s remarkable
healing, -

‘I must confess that T had thought the days of miracles
were over. I have always taught that they were an initial
evidence of God’s anointing upon the Church, and that we
shouldn’t look for such signs now. However, in this case
it looks as though it must be attributed to some interven-
tion on God’s part. That i3 not an easy admission to
make . . .’ His voice tailed off and he sat silently for some
moments, lost in his own thoughts. Tom finally interrupted.

‘How does one of your decisions affect us ?

‘Oh, 1 am sorry. I have such a lot on my mind at present.’
Again he paused, uncertain how much he could confide in
them. ‘I want you to give me your assurance that this con-
versation will remain strictly confidential, It isn’t usual for
a parish priest to discuss such Lhmgs as this with his
parishioners.’

Tom and Ann wondered what was commg next. Both
readily agreed to the request.

“‘Alan has shown me that I have never truly placed my
life in God’s hands. That has come as quite a shock; I have
been in-the ministry for over twenty years. Even in that
time I have not given the control of my life over to Christ,
but, if anything, have tried to manipulate Him into my way
of thinking. You have yourselves tasted some of the results
of my bitter failure over these past years. I bave often seen
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people’s needs and desired to meet them, but have been
powerless to do 8o. I know that I need to pass over my life
and ministry into God’s hands and ask for that empower-
ing of His Spirit which I believe you have both received,
though in very different ways. That is one decision I have
to make. )

‘Another affects the life of St. Gabriel’s. Alan has point-
ed out to me that there seems little point in my seeking per-
sonal renewal in my life unless I am prepared to lead the
people of St. Gabriel’s into a similar renewal of their lives.’

Tom and Ann exchanged glances. God was answering
more than one prayer at the same time. The rector con-
tinued, ‘I confess to you that this fills me with considerable
fear. We have always been a very conservative congrega-
tion with a considerable tradition behind us. I hate the
thought of upsetting any of our faithful worshippers.That
this would be inevitable I realise from my own turmoil
during recent weeks, and I am sure you have experienced
a similar time of disquiet in both your lives. Frankly, I
don’tknow how many members of St. Gabriel’s would want
anything to do with this sort of thing. They're all busy
people with lives of their own to lead and they might well
resent any move on my part to suggest that their spiritual
lives are inadequate and fall short of God’s plan for them.
I suppose I am uncertain as to how many really care about
God’s purposes. But Alan has made me face the fact that
there is no place for me in the ministry unless I am faithful
to the One who called me.’

He looked very sad. Tom and Ann wanted to reach out
to him with words of reassurance, but they would only be
an intrusion. They waited for him to continue.

‘The task is quite awesome. I can only undertake my part
in it if I can be certain of your assistance; I would need
your support and encouragement. The alternative I do not

85



like to consider. I could resign, but I don’t believe that is
what God wants. If I go on, it must be because [ am pre-
pared to face up to the implications of living my life for the
glory of God and leading others to do the same.’

" Tom and Ann admired his honesty; it mnst have beer
difficult for him to come and say such things to them. Tor
spoke for them both.

‘Rector, you can be sure of our unqualified support
should you decide to go ahead. None of us can know what
that means. We are in this together and with God’s belp
we shall see the whole of St, Gabriel’s come to life,’

The priest smiled. That was a dream he had often had.
He had hoped that one day it would simply happen, with-
out making any demands upon him. If only e was ten
years younger! He shrank from the prospect of a major
upheaval.

‘Thank you, Tom. I thought you would say that, but I
had to hear it for myself.’

*‘And does it make any difference ?’

“Yes, it makes a difference. It means that I have one less
excuse for not doing what I know I must do.’

“You sound as if you are only prépared to enter God’s
kingdom kicking and screaming.” Ann’s voice seemed stri-
dent after the mellow tones of the men. Christopher Dean
looked at her. She held his gaze.

“‘My dear Ann, thank you for that. Perhaps that was why
I needed to come this evening, to hear that. Here I am feel-
ing sorry for myself, lamenting the task appointed for me,
and all the time God is wanting to lead me into His king-
dom. Would you both please pray with me ?’

Neither moved.

‘Youmean...’ Tom didn’t know how to finish.

‘I mean that I have come to the end of the line I have
been travelling on. Tonight I am switching tracks. You
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said we were in this together. I takeé that to mean we are
travelling in the same train, our coaches joined to one an-
other. That co-operation we are going to need had better
start now. I want you to ask God to baptise me in the Holy
Spirit, I have been reading some books about this; I believe
it is usual to lay your hands on a person s head when you
pray with them.’

Ann wanted to insist that nobody had ministeted to
them personally in this way, but the rector fell on to his
knees in the middie of their lounge carpet. To refuse his
request would seem most angracious.

‘Lord, in these last-days I have confessed to you all my
past failure and disobedience. I can only submit myself to
you now and ask you to make something out of the wreck
of my ministry. You know how afraid I am of what the
future may involve. I can only give you these fears now and
ask you to give me all the confidence that I am going to
need to remain faithful to you. I ask you to baptise me
with your Holy Spirit and to renew your church. at St.
Gabriel’'s. And I thank you for Tom and Ann; I am most
grateful that I do not have to face the future alone. Amen.”

Tom and Ann felt hambled by hearing another man’s
prayer to God. They placed their hands on the rector's
head. ‘Lord Jesus,” Tom began haltingly, ‘we thank you
for Christopher and we thank you that you have brought
him to this moment before you. Thank you for answering
our prayers. Please baptise him now with your Holy Spirit.
Fill him, Lord, with your Spirit of love, joy and peace and
give to him the boldness he needs to lead your people here
in the way that you choose.” Having joined in the ‘Amen’,
Ann began to pray out loud in the unknown tongue that
God had given her. While both she and Tom were speak-
ing, they were conscious that the rector was breathing
deeply, his hands open in welcome to the Lord. When she
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had finished speaking in tongues, Tom again spoke, know-
ing the words came not from his mind, but from the
Spirit of God.

‘My dear son, for many years I have waited for this
" moment. Now the dry water-course shall be filled with
water. It shall flow as a torrent to bring life to the parched
grazing lands where my sheep languish. Rejoice and be
glad in the promise that I make to you now. As I have
always remaided faithful to you, so shall you remain faith-
ful to me. You have been until now a sapling blown easily.
in any direction by the wind. I shall make of you a sturdy
oak that shall-withstand the battering of many storrms.’
- In the silence that followed, each gave thanks to God.
Then Christopher began to sing ‘O worship the King, all
glorious above.’ The others joined in lustily, heedless of
the sleeping children upstairs. Christopher had risen to his
feot during the singing, and they ended the verse embracing
one another like long-lost friends. He left them rejoicing,
thankful that he had not brought his car. He felt intoxi-
cated. Then he remembered that the inhabitants of Jera-
saleni took Jesus’s disciples to be drunk when they were
filled with the Holy Spirit on the -Day of Pentecost. No
wonder, if they felt anything like himself,
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THE FOLLOWING DAY was Sunday. Christopher Dean cele-
brated holy communion apparently lost in rapture. Ann
was amused at the stifled comments of some of the congre-
gation. It was as if he had been released from something
that had restricted him for years. Now he was free to enjoy
what he was doing. He preached on the first of the beati-
tudes: ‘Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the king-
dom of heaven.” He was obviously being careful not to
allow his enthusiasm to run away with him; he would have
caused misunderstanding and consternation if he had told
of the events of the previous evening. Instead he spoke
with a new conviction and note of authority, without losing
any of his graciousness or gentleness,

He greeted Tom and Ann with a broad grin at the end
of the service and asked them to wait untﬂ everybody else
had dutifully filed out.

‘I wanted to thank you,” he said. ‘I might have known |
couldn’t have gone on resisting if you had been praying for
me.’ His eyes twinkled.

“There is nothing to thank us for,” said Tom. ‘Just thank
God-as we are doing. The fruit is already evident in you.’

‘Really ? said the rector, genuinely surprised. ‘I’ve had a
wonderful time; never enjoyed worship so much! Even
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preaching was a thrill, and I’ve always found it most de-
manding and difficult. It isn't only for last night that I
want to thank you, but for the last few weeks.’

‘What have we done in that time, except pray for you?
asked Ann.

‘You said nothing, Ann. That was very important. You
could have said all kinds of things that would have put
pressure on me and might well have made me react differ-
ently. The evening you phoned me with news of Tony I
was afraid you were going to, and I cut you off rather
abruptly. I'm sorry for that’ Ann and he smiled at each
other. ‘I'm also thankful you didn’t go running round to
other members of the congregation with this Holy Spirit
business. I've heard of that having devastating results in
some churches. Now we can prayerfully consider together
how God wants us to proceed from here; I'm finished with
working in my own strength.” Brave words! thought Tom.

The three of them decided to meet on the following
Tuesday to pray together.

‘Perhaps your wife would like to come, Rector,” sug-
gested Ann. He Jooked embarrassed. ,

‘Er, I don’t think shie is quite ready yet, Ann. And by the
way, I hope my fellow branches aren’t going to carry on
calling me rector!’

Ann smiled.‘Anything you say—Christopher.’

Their meeting turned out to be extremely valuable. It
was to become the first of many such meetings, and laid
the foundations for future thought and discussion. Alan's
teaching to Christopher about the Church began the con-
versation, and however far they followed their own
thoughts they usually reached the same conclusion as he
had outlined, Apparently Alan felt he should let them ex-
plore by themselves now, for having set the scene he had
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sowed out. Yet his teaching and his faith remained central
to future developments, and he was always at the end of a
telephone if needed.

Tom and Ann felt they already knew qmte enough
theory about the Church, but apparently Alan had dis-
cussed it from rather a different angle with Christopher,
and they were interested to hear what Christopher had to
report.

“The concept of submitting your will to the Lord’s and
living for His glory is' quite difficult to adapt to unti] you
realise He knows best,’ began Christopher. ‘Then you have
to cope with submission to other members of the church,
accepting your position without pride, jealousy or anger.

I need to learn a lot more about that.’
~ ‘Surely repentance and continued sabmission to God
are the keystone of your relationship to others,” suggested .
Tom. ‘Without this, your spiritual life as an individual or
as a church is crippled and eventually destroyed.”

“The opposite of submission must be rebellion, I sup-
pose,” Ann contributed. ‘Call it disobedience if you like,
but it was serious enough for God to throw Satan out of
heaven, and it also caused sin to come into the world.
Isn’t it reassuring to see a principle which applies so con-
stantly, from Adam in the Garden of Eden to me trying
to impress myself with my'own efficiency ? Rather daunting
as well, though.’

‘You can say that again.” Christopher made a wry face.
‘1 was npearly completely broken when I saw my dis-
obedience in its true perspective. I thought I had been
serving God all these years, running His business quite
well for Him. When I realised how I had been working.
outside His will, even against it, and leading others to do
the same, my life became something X was deeply ashamed
of. Despite that, I realised people still looked to me for
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jeadership—and what a responsibility that is] Unless they
-see submission to God in my life, I can preach repentance
at them until their Sunday dinners grow mould, and they
won’t see the point. This was what was weighing me down
when I came round last Saturday and asked you to pray
for me. It is only in God's strength that I can face the
future now.’ -

‘Whereas we, your “sheep”, need to see that“an hour
and a half in church on Sunday is a pitiful sort of obedience

-to God,’ countered Tom. ‘And that has some hefty impli-
cations as well. The way we use our time, money, house,
character, energy—everything needs reviewing, and Ann
and I have bardly begun to consider the implications
yet.’

‘T wonder how the rest of the church can be made to see
these truths,’ said Ann, broadening the scope of their con-
versation. ‘I can see most of them running a mile.”

‘That’s another thing I've been thinking about.” The
rector looked grave. ‘I've always measured my success in
terms of numbers in church; but what sort of a priority is
that? Nobody has ever asked me about the spiritual depth
of my congregation. If some people are utterly opposed to
what I try to do, given of course that we proceed with
utmost cantion and deference to their feelings, I cannot let
them deflect me from God’s will. This is going to require a
great deal of prayer, but it is obwons we cannot be faithful
to God and popular with everyone.’

- ‘Have we managed to be cither, so far? Ann’s question
was rather near the knuckle, but Christopher had to con-
cede that they had probably failed on both fronts.

‘I'm quite overwhelmed by all we have to do,’ said Ann
honestly.

‘Just & minute, though, Ann,” Tom broke in. “‘What do
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you think we have to do? Surely God has promised He
will do it. Let’s not get back into a whirlwind of activity
like before, without doing it in God’s strength.’

‘We are sent out in the Spirit’s power to do His will,’
added Christopher, ‘like messengers. In fact, I was think-
ing about angels today, and God taught me a lot about
them. They are His messengers, and yet most of their time
is spent simply praising Him. They are content to wait
upon Him and only leave His presence to do a specific job
when He sends them. They go in the knowledge that they
will succeed, because they have been sent with His power
and authority.” There was silence as these ideas were
appreciated. ‘The wonder is,” he added, ‘that often God
has to be so patient with us and still seems to bless our
activity. Imagine a father watching a child struggle with
something. There is a very simple solution to the problem,
but the child refuses all offers of advice or help. It isn’t
until the child recognises that he will never succeed by him-
self that the father can intervene.’

‘You never used to explain things so clearly,’ com-
mented Ann, causing him to blush slightly.

- ‘Once we’ve seen that,” he continued, ‘the big danger to
avoid is saying ‘“Jesus lives in me, so whatever I do, I can
" be sure of success through His power.” Such an attitude
will only result in us falling flat on our spiritual faces.’

‘Goodness,” said Ann, ‘doesn’t all this run contrary to
the way we have lived until now?’ .

“Yes, indeed,’ exclaimed Tom. ‘We have all been brought
up to be independent. “Stand on your own two feet and
never let anyone wipe your nose for you,” 1 was always
told.’

They laughed at his impersonation. It diverted their
attention only momentarily.
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‘It’s going to mean a great change in our church life if we
apply all we have discovered tonight,” said Ann. Christo-
pher agreed. ,

‘We seem to have a lot of theory,” Tom added, ‘but I'm -
sure, as you say, that God now wants us to get on with the
application of it.’

‘Empowered by His Spirit,” Ann reminded him.

‘I think it’s time we prayed,’ suggested Christopher.

During the following weeks, the three of them met
regularly to talk and pray. A deep bond was being created
between them. God, it seemed, had taken hold of their
three lives to lead them in a new direction together. None
realised how much this unity had come to mean until they
were separated during their annual holidays. Christopher
and Molly went to Scotland; Tom and Ann took the
children to Wales. .

The Billings had always enjoyed this time when they
could devote themselves to each other and the children.
They seemed to discover that they were more human once
they were thrown out of their unthinking daily routine.
This year they could also discover more about the Bible
and prayer, and see the changes that had come about since
God had become real to them. N

Tom was struck by the joy Ann radiated. Her mouth
only stopped smiling to sing. Sometimes he experienced
jealousy—Ann seemed to be constantly filled with a vision
of Christ, which was only granted him after struggle in
prayer, and which then faded fast.

Ann in her turn was impressed by Tom’s constancy and
determination to conquer those aspects of his life which he
knew offended God. He. didn't always succeed immedi-
ately, but that just made the victory more meaningful when
it came. Often they were only small things, but this was
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adding up in both of them to an increasingly clear demon-
stration of the power of the Spirit.

When they returned refreshed from their holiday there
was a letter on the doorstep from Christopher who would
not be back for another week. His holiday was obviously
quite different from theirs.

Molly is only disquieted when I try to explain my new
life to her. She wants. to remain & normal, sensible
Christian and the wife of a rector who is admired and
respected by his parishioners, She openly resents my
meetings with you although she says they can only be a
“‘passing phase’, and she. shrinks from any mention of
the Holy Spirit. It is not in my power to explain things
to her—she must meet God for herself. I only pray that
it will not need a shock like Tony’s accident to bring her
to the Lord. Neither do I have the option of turning
back on my decision; I may lose my reputation as a
steady traditionalist, but there is no point in being
-honoured by men at the expense of disobedience to God.

1 spend a great deal of time in Bible study and prayer.
1 cannot begin to tell yop all 1 am learning from John 15,
May I just summarise a few points without-noting my
reaction to them, since I know you share in my joy?

I need to make time to enjoy Christ. Must absorb
what He is saying. Fellowship in the Vine should leave
no room for loneliness (but think of Miss Higgs and
Mrs, Trace). We must depend on the other branches and
not think of ourselves as indispensable—we can all
learn from each other (N.B.Rector!).

Renewal of church not our burden (Hooray! Halle-
lujah, T mean.) Work of God’s Spirit, if we make our
lives available to Him for that purpose. ‘Apart from me
you can do nothing.’ i.e, nothing that is fruitful, nothing
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that He values. Must stop rushing around in a blaze of
self-activity—repentance means more to Him. Should
not do anything, in fact, unless we can do it in Christ. If
we do it in Christ we shall see Him working in ways we
thought impossible. ‘With God all things are possible.’

Life without Jesus is without purpose. Man is left to
his own inspiration and resources. (Had enough of that
kind of living.) God will supply all power necessary to
do His purpose: because of His great love He doesn’t
want us to fail. But also in love He will allow us to fail
when we depend on ourselves.

We must also depend on other members of the body
in relationships of genuine love—we should be able to’
depend only because we are committed to one another,
(Don’t look too closely at St. Gabriel’s!) Should look
for opportunities to serve them, and also be prepared to
accept love and kindness from them —more difficult.

Need to sce things as God sees them. ‘We have the
mind of Christ.” Fascinating. We can face anything in
confidence because we are in Christ.

God desires to see the fruit of answered prayer in our
lives. Prayer is not trying to persuade Him to do some-
thing He doesn’t want to. Ask in confidence and faith.
Confidence comes from abiding in Christ. Spirit will
guide our prayer to ask what is right —use gift of tongues.

I could have written these things many times, con-
sidered many aspects, but that will have to wait until we
can meet, You appreciate most of this is theory which I
have not yet worked out in practice. I hold you before
the Lord every day, and know you are doing the same
for me. Look forward greatly to our next mecting—
blessing be on you, )

' _Christopher
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As they read it through, Tom and Ann recognised many
thoughts they had discussed together before, but they knew
too the wonder of coming back to the same basic truths in
different contexts, It was taking some time to adjust to the
reversal of the values they had held for so long. )

Christopher visited them a few days after his return and
saw his letter on the table. They had meant to bring up one
or two points, but Christopher had something else on his
mind. | : ‘

‘All that is only one side of the coin.” He waved his hand
at the pages with a dismissive gesture. ‘More recently I've
been trying to come to terms with the cost. It hurts,
basically.’ '

‘But think how small the material privations are com-
pared with what you have gained,” Ann said trying to dis-
pel the air of gloom in a tone of voice which, she realised
too late, sounded smng. She was grateful that Christopher
didn’t pick her up oa it. Why was it so difficult to express
true faith without giving the impression you had all the
answers ? _

‘I’'m not considering giving up any of our ideals, Ann,
but we must calculate what we are letting ourselves in for,
or the idealism may shatter when we crash back to reality.’

‘Could we turn back?” The idea seemed quite new to
Ann. ‘T mean, do we have the choice 7’

“There is always an alternative to following Christ,” Tom
cut in, ‘but I don’t see that it could be worth taking.’

- ‘The sacrifices will vary from one person to another; so

each has a dogjsion to make. What is increased fellowship
to one is lack of privacy to another; a sense of purpose in
Ann may appear a greater work-load to you, Tom. All I
am sugpesting is that we should weigh the pros and cons
instead of kidding ourselves that it will be all joy and peace
and no problemsT

97



For over an hour they continued their discussion before
Christopher began to expound what he believed God had
been telling him about the next step.

‘Obviously, we need to teach others what we have learnt.
This brings in problems of not bulldozing anyone into a
decision, quelling spiritual inferiority complexes, and good-
ness knows what else. The job is vast, and yet I believe it
has been entrusted to the three of us. Alan is far too
heavily committed elsewhere to be any more than an
occasional visitor.’

‘I can’t see me doing any teaching,’ objected Ann. “The
very thought of standing up in front of an audience turns
my knees to water. Surely you’re better equipped for that.’

‘l am trained to teach, certainly,” agreed Christopher,
‘but in terms of the new way of life we are propoundi_ng, I
have if anything rather less than you to offer in the way of
experience. Anyway, 1 wasn’t thinking of handing over my
pulpit, exactly.” They smiled at the idea.

“What do you have in mind then? It sounds pretty con-
crete already.” Ann was enthusiastic, being more at home
with practicalities.

‘As T see it,’ Christopher began cautiously, ‘we would
invite a few people round to the rectory and discuss things
in a semi-formal atmosphere. I have been praying about
this and believe that God has been suggesting some names
to me. I know that sounds very cocksure, but they are so
unexpected that in some cases they would never have
occurred to me, which makes it more plausibly God’s
work.” He paused to allow the others to contemplate the
idea. ‘Any thoughts?

There were several from both of them, but on the whole
the idea appeared to meet the needs of the sitnation. Ann
was all for it, with a continued reservation at the thought
of doing anything too prominent herself, while Tom was
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concerned that there would be a great negative reaction.

‘People won’t object—they just .need to be taught,
surely.” Ann was almost gushing, and Tom felt guilty at
his lack of enthusiasm. Prayer seemed a good idea.

They prayed through the situation from all angles:
themselves, the people to be invited, the possible hind-
rances—it was a long time before they lapsed into silence.
Ann had opened ber eyes and nearly offered them more
coffee when Tom suddenly spoke.

‘My children, do not fear to follow the way that I set
before you. You shall not walk alone, for I shall be with
you to love, support and encourage you. Depend upon me
and you shall share my joy in seeing the lives of many
people change, and you shall rejoice in the healing that
.many shall receive. Do not walk with fear, but with bold-
ness, for it is I, the Lord, who call you to lead my people
to pew life in me.”

Again there was silence until Tom opened his eyes and
discovered the others looking intently at him. “The words
just came, like before.’ _

‘Well, don’t look so worried about it,” said Christopher.
‘God hag used your mouth to speak to us, to encourage us.
There's no doubt about it; we simply can’t turn back now,
even if it costs us everything,’



ToM FELT RESTLESS that night: sleep eluded him. Countless
times he turned over in bed, trying to still the turmoil of
his thoughts, longing for the forgetfulness of sleep that
would excuse him from facing the problem, at least for a
few hours. But the situation was not to be evaded. Chris-
topher’s simple logic somehow annoyed him, although he
had to confess the truth of what he had said. If God the
Father Almighty told you to do something it was unthink-
able to say ‘No’. However, when you looked at all that was
at stake, it wasn’t easy to say ‘Yes’ either. Not that Tom
was ungrateful. The Lord had supplied the missing dimen-
sion in his life. Now he was having to face the agony of
realising that it was still his life. It was his home, his job,
bis family, his money, his life. He had given these to God;
now it seemed that He was about to claim them as His
own.

‘Bven if it cost us everything’—the words turned cease-
lessly in his mind. What did they mean? The need for
change at St. Gabriel’s was obvious. Yet it seemed that
they were going to need to face continuing changes if the
life of their church was to be transformed in the way that
seemed necessary.

Then there were those words of prophecy. So strange,
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and yet so natural. The words were there and he felt only
a sense of awe and peace once they were spoken.

The message that God seemed to be speaking to them
was clear enough. ‘Go on, don’t stop.’ It appeared that
Ann was prepared to obey no matter the cost; she had
fallen immediately into a deep sleep. That made the ténsion
within him even more frustrating. Finally he decided to go
downstairs and make a cup of tea.

Ann had left her Bible open on the kitchen table. She had

- been reading John 15 again. Tom glanced at the words,
reading without thought. He stopped abruptly at verse 6:
‘If a man does not abide in me, he is cast forth as a
branch and withers, and the branches are gathered, thrown
into the fire and burned.’ A cold shiver ran down his spine.

Could it be possible ? Having been part of the Vine and
having tasted the riches of Jesus, could anyone really be
‘cast forth’ ? Did God want that? Would he even allow it?
The text seemed to give clear answers. What part would
God have for him in Jesus, if he wasn’t prepared to be
fruitful ? '

He poured himself a glass of milk; he could not be
bothered to make tea. He sat down on a stool and re-read
the verss several times. ‘If a man does not abide inme ...
He had been placed in the Vine by God’s gracious act. He
needed to go on living in Jesus, by obediently following the
course that was set before him.

He felt tired. Tomorrow would be another very busy day
at work, and he was tempted once again to try to lose him-
self in sleep. But something needed to be resolved first. He
was quick to recognise that he wouldn’t be able to abide in
Jesus through his own self-effort or by displaying, suitable
works to gain merit marks; he would need to continuc to
live by God’s free grace. This involved obedience. Would
he dance to the Lord’s tune, or not ?
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The consequences of not abiding seemed dire. ‘He is
cast forth as a branch and withers.” Only the Gardener
Himself could perform such an act: He who accepted him
in love! Tom caught something of the strength of God’s
love in this. It wasn’t something weak or sloppy, but vigor-
ous and strong. The work of the Vine was too important
to carry a ot of dead wood, and he, Tom Billings, had no
intention of being classified as that.

Tired as he was, he decided to spend some minutes in
prayer before returning to bed. Soom he was at peace.
Somewhere deep within his soul God seemed. to be re-
assuring him. He was for God and for His way. He would
trust that the Lord would lead him through the many
changes that he would have to face in his life. He climbed
the stairs feeling very tired, but much happier. The de-
cision was made: only God’s purpose for him mattered.
The individualistic, self-assured Tom Billings was to sub-
mit to God and be obedient to Him. He slept soundly.

The same verse was having a very deep effect upon some-
one else that evening.

Molly Dean, Christopher’s wife, had been infuriated
throughout their holiday. Reading the Bible, scribbling
notes and writing letters were activities that should be-con-
fined to her husband’s study at home; such things were an
intrusion on their time together. Not that she felt they were
together. Christopher had changed recently. It was diffi-
cult for her to cope with the new depth of love he obviously
had for her, and yet, at the same time, he had grown
strangely remote and distant, absorbed in a new relation-
ship that seemed to be more satisfactory than theirs. He
claimed that this relationship was with God Himself. Cer-
tainly, she had never heard him talk about God in such
free and intimate terms before, and this frightened her.
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Christopher was the pillar of respectability, not only at
St. Gabriel’s, but also in the diocese. There had been
several rumours that he could soon be offered promotion.
‘A charming man; he should go far.” Thronghout their
married life she had grown accustomed to such comments
and was now bitterly disappointed if anyone sagged in
enthusiasm for her husband. This she regarded as a natural
womanly pride in Christopher that was thoroughly
healthy.

So it came as a shock when he began to view the life of
St. Gabriel's in a new light. This mood of self-criticism did
not suit him, or, at least, her image of him. He was saying
things that could only be described as provocative, and she
shuddered at the response that some of his comments,
made to her in private, would evoke if they were made
public,

On the positive side, the pensiveness that often used to
enshroud him had apparently disappeared. She had grown
accustomed to finding him sitting in his study in a thought-
ful, withdrawn silence. Now he seemed to be filled with a
new youthful enthusiasm and joy, so much so that there
were times when she found him difficult to live with. She
couldn’t account for this change. Christopher had never
been one for see-sawing emotions. He always gave the im-
pression of being placid and in perfect control of himself.
Molly had heard that it could be a bad sign for someone
in a depressed mood suddenly to become elated, and she
had waited expectantly for the return of the depression.
Some weeks had now passed without any evidence to sub-
stantiate her fears.

It infuriated her to see Christopher’s impatience for his
meeting with Tom and Ann, and she had felt coldly in-
different towards him all day. She had done her best to
keepoutoflﬂsway,whidz,as_therewasplentyﬁodoaﬁer
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their return. from holiday, was not difficult. She worked
hard, and by the end of the day she felt tired, the result of
the tension within her as much as any physical exertion.
At supper, Christopher rattled on about the new group
that he was thinking of forming. She gently suggested an-
other venue for the meeting, rather than the rectory, but
the suggestion had not been received with any enthusiasm.
_ The fact that he should jeopardise his career was bad
enough; to do so in their own home was intolerable. She
needed to think, and in her desire to be alone almost pushed
him out of the house for his meeting with Tom and Ann.
Then, ignoring the washing up, she gave her imagination
free rein.

She pictured him coming to her tamely for forgiveness
when this was all over, grateful for her love. Although he
had made a fool of himself, she would still be prepared to
love and respect him. Every man had a moment of folly in
his life, and it was her duty to love Christopher through
his.

On her lap lay a copy of the New Testament. She began
to read the chapter in John about the Vine. All she had
heard about for weeks was vines and fruit—or so it seemed.
In fact Christopher had been strangely silent on the subject
recently, but she suspected that this was in deference to her
often-stated opinions.

The opening verses seemed strangely irrelevant. She
couldn’t imagine what all the fuss was about. She stopped
short when she came to verse 6: ‘If 2 man does not abide
in me, he is cast forth as a branch and withers; and.the
branches are gathered, thrown into the fire and burned.’

Molly had always had a particular distaste for preaching
about hell-fire and damnation. She considered it unnecess-
ary to believe in the existence of the negative, and much
more important to assert belief in the positive affirmation
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that God the Creator existed. As Creator He was entitled
to be acknowledged by His creation and the job of the
Church was to promote such acknowledgement. There was
no need to try to engender fear in people to make them
believe, That was sub-Christian, and she held strong views
about the varying traditions of Christendom that had
adopted such tactics to gain converts. _

It never occurred to Molly that she or any who were pre-
pared to acknowledge God would ever be rejected by Him.
She considered herself a model of respectability, a virtuous
woman who was a fitting example of the modern Christian,
interested in the world’s affairs without any pretence at
being ‘spiritual’.

Verse 6 angered her intensely; it was a clear word of re-
jection, Some branches were to be cut out of the Vine. That .
was totally inconsistent with her image of God. At once,
she set about rationalising the text, which she found ex-
ceedingly difficult to do. It didn’t seem adequate to suggest
that Jesus was using thought-forms of His time, for there
was no good reason why He should add this verse to the
rest of the teaching concerning the Vine, unless He meant
what He said. As to the burning, that she could not accept.
To believe in hell would be to return to medieval termin-
ology and thought-forms—a totally unthinkable thing to
do. Yet, to her intense annoyance, she found that she
couldn’t dismiss what Jesus was saying. Could it really be
true that some were going to be rejected, even some of
those who had once been accepted by God ?

Apparently, this was the sad lot of those who did not
abide in Jesus. Molly thought hard about continuously
living inJesus. So those who didn’t do this were to be slung
out on their ears! No wonder her husband had always
avoided talking to her about this verse; he would have
been only too aware of her reaction!
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Yet these words had begun a strange, unwanted line of
thought in Molly. Was she accepted by God? Until that
moment it had never occurred to her to doubt that. She
had been a faithful church-goer since the sixth form at
school, and surely her very position as rector’s wife put the
issue beyond any doubt. Then why this strange nagging
doubt within ber? Why the need to question the issue at
all? .
She slammed the book shut in annoyance and reached
for a magazine. She flicked the pages over hastily, looking
for something that would attract her attention sufficiently
to take her mind off the question of acceptance and re-
jection. It was no use; her thoughts would settle on nothing
else. With resignation, she turned to the New Testament
again,

‘I do live in Jesus. Of course I live in Him,’ she told her-
self with confidence. Yet still the nagging doubt persisted.
It was as if a voice within her was saying gently but per-
sistently, ‘Are you sure about that, Molly ?

‘Stop crying!” Her mother’s sharp voice echoed over the
years of memory. ‘It’s not lady-like to be seen weeping.’
It was years since she had surrendered to such a dreadful
act: now she felt the need to cry. She just wanted to cry and
cry; but no tears came. She sat there, fecling very angry
and extremely sorry for herself. The truth was that she had
never been accepted, not as a child anyway. She felt she
could never satisfy her mother, and her father had seemed
indifferent to her needs. She had not known what she could
call genuine affection until she met Christopher. He seemed
to understand her in a way her parents had never been able
to do. He was gentle; he was considerate; he accepted her.
He therefore was the acceptable man and it had become
very important to her that everybody should accept him
just as he had accepted her.
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She realised that the reason for joining the Christian
Union at school had been a childish belief that, if there was
a God, He would surely accept her because she was part of
His creation. It was preposterous for her to sit here, doubt-
ing this belief that had given her stability for so many years.

‘We need to place our lives in the Father’s hands,’
Christopher had said. Such a suggestion made no sense to
Molly. As far as she was concerned, her life was already in
His hands. She found it beyond her comprehension that
Christopher, a minister of many years’ standing, should
have found it necessary to do such a thing. How confused
she felt! It seemed that the ground was being taken away
from beneath her feet.

No, she was right. She couldn’t possibly have been mis-
taken for all these years. Of course God accepted her.
Then why did she never feel close to Him? Why was He
always so remote and cold ? Why could she not call Him
‘Father’ ? The questions persisted one after another.

She was in turmoil. Her father had been indifferent to
her; perhaps this heavenly Father was also indifferent. Per-
baps He wanted nothing to do with her and had secretly
resented her and laughed at her all these years. No, no.
That could not be. If only she could cry! Instead, she flung
the Testament across the room, knocking an ash-tray
from the sideboard on to the floor with a splintering
crash.

She sat stunned at her anger. She looked at the shattered
glass lying on the fioor, and saw her own life. Only a short
while ago, she had been safe. Now she was feeling torn
apart, dismembered, broken. Yet still she could not cry.

‘God, help me.” The words formed themselves in the
dark recesses of her mind. They needed to be spoken out
loud; she knew they had to be spoken. But that would
somehow be to submit to all the things she was fighting
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against. God was in His heaven to be acknowledged, not
to be called upon to belp stupid hysterical women like
Molly Dean. She was so thankful that Christopher could
not. see her in this state. She must clear up the broken
ash-tray before he returned home. She would not speak:
the words out loud. Her mouth seemed dry; her tongue
stiff. ‘I’'m being stupid. I shall go to bed and forget the whole
business.’ ;

With great resolve, Molly cleared the broken pieces of
glass from the floor, tidied the cushions on the sofa, torned
out the lights and went upstairs. Christopher wouid be sur-
prised that she had not waited up for him, but she could
. always make the excuse that she had a headache. She
avoided looking at herself in the mirror as she removed her
make-up—why, she was not quite certain.

It was apparent that, tired as she was, she was nowhere
near to sleep. She picked up the novel which lay on the
bedside table and began to read; still her mind could not
be diverted from the conflict within her. She had not
thought of herself as an angry person, but now she beat
the pillows with her fists in sheer frustration. Then she lay
back, panting with the effort, and stared up at the empty
ceiling. Yes, it was quite empty. It contained nothing.
There was a smudge here and there which indicated that the
room was due for redecorating, but it did its job. It stayed
up there, keeping out the elements, acting as a wall to
guard the secrecy of their lives, This was their private room.
This was her private life. Did it really matter if it was in
God’s hands, so long as the ceiling remained in position
and didn’t fall and crush her ? That had been another child-
hood fear. It had seemed that there was nothing to sup-
port the ceiling as she lay in her bed night after night, bury-
ing the disappointment she had been to her mother.
Occasionally, it was a pleasant thought that if it did fall it
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would end all her problems; then she would break out in a
cold sweat, lest just that should happen.

It was years since that fear had engulfed her, yet even
now she felt that familiar clamminess of her hands. She
closed her eyes. Instead of an empty whiteness, there was -
now an empty blackness. That was even more lonely, even
more fearful. Mother’s voice sounded again, the threaten-
ing voice that had effectively been silenced in a host of
buried memories. Why, oh why, should all these things
come flooding back tonight? All because of that verse.
Then she remembered that, although she had cleared away
the broken glass, she had forgotten to pick up the Testa-
ment from where it had landed. It could lie where it was,
if this was the kind of reaction it was going to invoke in her,
Yet, if she went downstairs and picked it up she would get
out of this black and white emptiness for a while.

She opened her eyes. The ceiling was still there, looking
blankly down at her. She was on the point of getting out of
bed, when she heard the front door open.

‘Molly 7 It was Christopher. She was covered with con-
fusion. What was she to say to him ? Nothing; nothing, of
course. These thoughts were private to her.

‘Hello, darling. Sorry I’'m a little late. Have you had a
good evening 7

‘It’s been fairly quiet.” She knew she had failed to hide
the strain in her voice.

‘Are you feeling all right? be asked with concern. He
sat on the bed and took hold of her hand. ‘You’re in a cold
sweat.’ She pulled her hand quickly out of his grasp.

‘I’m fine. Just tired. It’s been a busy day. Do you want
me to Jeave the light on while you undress ?

" Christopher knew Molly well enough to treat these
words in the way they were intended. ‘No; I won’t be a
minute.’
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‘Good meeting with Tom and Ann? She forced the
polite question in an attempt to divert attention away from
herself. .

‘Yes, thanks. We learned quite a lot.” Christopher noted
that Molly made no effort to discover what they had
learned. He climbed into bed and turned out the light.
She turned her back on him with unaccustomed abruptness.

‘Goodnight,’ she said, coaxing as much sleepiness into
her voice as she could manage.

- That night Molly dreamed. In a cot a baby cried and
cried. There was some satisfaction in the crying; it gave
vent to anger. But there was emptiness too. Even in the
crying there was emptiness.

10

CLAUDE WINTER BELIEVED in democracy. What is more, he
believed that the Church should be administered on a
democratic basis. Every member should have the right to
determine the pattern of life of that particular congrega-
tion. He had always thought highly of Christopber Dean,
because he was a rector who listened patiently and re-
spectfully to his views, and had not made any decisions
affecting the life of St. Gabriel’s without due regard to
Claude’s opinions. Recently, however, Dean secemed to
have changed and was no longer so eager for his counsel.
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Hearing second-hand of the ‘secret’ meeting that was to be
held at the rectory was the last straw. It was an unprece-
dented step to call a meeting to which he was not invited
and of which he had deliberately been kept ignorant. One
thing was certain. Such absurdity must be nipped in the
bud. A personal confrontation was called for, and on his
way to the rectory Claude Winter framed the wording of
the letter he would write to the Bishop if their meeting did
not reach a satisfactory conclusion.

What he could not know was that, for the first time in
his life, Christopher was not afraid of Claude Winter and
cared little for his opinions. The new sense of liberation
he was now experiencing included freedom from the fear
of being unpopular. Particularly, he was glad to be free
from the tactics of those like Claude, who, he felt, con-
sidered it their God-given right to oppose everythingin the
name of democracy, and did their utmost to prevent any
development that did not conform to their personal wishes.

Christopher had a new vision of such people. It seemed
they didn’t desire to contribute to the life of the church,
only to prevent others from doing so, or complaining
bitterly when they didn’t. Were these fruitless branches?
If so, they stood in danger of a dreadful judgment because
they were also preventing others from becoming fruitful.

This aroused a new concern. That Claude should not be
part of the first group was absolutely clear in his mind. In
that gathering there needed to be those who would be open
to the Word and Spirit. Yet Claude was important, as
every member of' St. Gabriel’s was important. Christopher
felt a great desire to break through the man’s self-opinion-
ated pride to bring him to a point of genuine repentance
before God.

‘The meeting of the two men would be stormy, and
Christopher sensed that this was a testing time. He must

111



not on any account back down from the truth. It was nota
question of his opinion as opposed to Claude’s views. It
was the revelation that God Himself had clearly given to
Ann, Tom and himself against the blustering of & well-
meaning but spiritually blind man, who none the less need-
ed to be loved.

Christopher braced himself as he heard Molly answer the
door-bell and greet Winter in the hall.

‘Evening, Dean.” His manner was deliberately brusque
and he carefully avoided the usual courtesy of ‘Rector’,

*Hello, Claude; come in and sit down.” He still felt calm
and peaceful. _

TH come straight to the point.” He always did! “What’s
all thig “secret service” stuff? This is our church, you
know. You’ve been acting strangely recently, as if you've
got something going on that I don't know about. I'm being
open with you; such things cannot go on. I'lf resign from
the Church Council unless I'm informed fully what all this
stuff and nonsense is about—and I shall make a point of
writing to the Bishop personafly to tell him my reasons for
doing so. You know my views. The church is a democracy.
That means that I have a right to say what happens at St.
Gabriel’s and I have every intention of exercising that
right.’

Christopher had a job not to smile openly at Clande’s
stupidity and pomposity. He recognised that such a flow of
-Invective would have produced a wery different reaction in
him only a few weeks before. Clanude Winter knew that,
and was anticipating 8 sweeping and conclusive victory in
one blast. He was surprised by the evenness and calm of
Christopher’s reply. ,

‘I take it that you are referring to the meeting that is to
take place here on the Thursday of next week 7
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*So you do admit to calling a secret meeting ¥ challenged
Winter.

‘T have no desire to conceal it,’ answered Christopher.

‘But I haven’t been informed about any meeting,” blus-

“That is only becanse you haven’t been invited.’ Christo-
pber was being as gentle as he knew how, yet now there
‘was genuine rage in Claude’s eyes,

“‘Havea’t been invited! What the devil do you mean? [
am a member of this church, I am a member of the council
of this church. I have the right to be invited !’

‘Do you want to come so badly 7
. ‘I don’t even know what the meeting is sbout.’ Winier
sprayed the carpet with spittle as he spoke.

‘I believe God is wanting me to gather together & small
group of pecple to share with them some of the wonderful
things He has been doing in my life recently.’
~ Claude looked at him in stupefiod silence for 8 moment.
He had mot expected God to be broughbt into the con-
versation. )

‘God doesnt want you to oblitarate the democratic
structure of the church. 1.have not approved eny such
meeting, and s0 I cannot be party to it. Neither will you,’
he added pointing a finger accasingly at Christopher.
*You're not the firat priest I'vé had to put in his place. You
secem to think that because yoa wear that collar you are
God Himself, Well, He gave me a mind and will of my own
and I tell you clearly, Dean, that if you go on with this
nonsense I shall do my best to break you.’

Could it really bo that the placid life of St. Gabrial’s
during the past few years had hidden such attitudes, such
anger, such misunderstanding, soch pride? It came as
quite a shock to Christopher that this was so. The time of
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reckoning was long overdue, but these were not the right
circumstances for it to begin. Christopher had prayed for
wisdom in dealing with Claude, and he silently and briefly
reminded the Lord of his need for this now.

‘Claude, it is difficult for me to understand why you
should become so heated because I decided to invite a few
friends to my home one evening.’

‘You haven’t invited mel’

‘Surely, when you ask friends around for the evening
you don’t invite them all on the same occasion.’

‘Do, if I'm having a party!’

“This isn’t a party.’

‘No? From what I gather quite a few are coming.’

‘I can assure you that it will be very different from a
party.’

‘What's the purpose of it then 7

“To talk, mainly.’

‘What about? The questions were snapped out with
military precision.

‘I’m not too sure of the content yet, to be honest.’

Claude looked at him with suspicion. ‘I’ve never known
you to lie before.’

Christopher felt the anger rise within him. This was the
danger point. ‘I'm not lying, Claude. I honestly do not
know what I shall say to that group; I am expecting God
to make that clear to me in due course.’

“What's all this God business ? I've always taken you to
be a man with his feet firmly on the ground, who under-
stood the ways of the world. Suddenly you sound as if you
have received some great revelation from the Almighty.’

“You could say that.’

Claude looked at him now with disbelief. Suddenly he
seemed to calm down and ke 'eant forward in his chair.

‘I say, Christopher old chap, you are feeling all right,
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aren’t you? I mean, nothing’s wrong, is there? We've
always been friends, haven't we? You can confide in me!
This time, Christopher did smile openly.

‘Everything is fine, thank you, Claude. I'm not going
mad; in fact things have never been better.’

Winter seemed perplexed as to how to continue. Now
that his mood had changed, he somehow couldn’t return
to their conversation with the same venom. Christopher
sensed his unease.

‘Look, Claude, you have seen that I have changed. That
is because God has changed me. I know that he wants to
change all of us at St. Gabriel’s so that we can know Him
better and serve Him more faithfully.’

It was as if a bomb had exploded in the room.

‘For fifteen years, I've served this church faithfully. Are
you now suggesting that my service hasn’t been good
enough ? That there are others who serve better ? Well, are
you?

‘T believe that none of us has properly understood what
it is to serve the Lord, and I include myself in that.’

" ‘I don’t understand what has happened to you, Dean,
but I don’t like it. If that meeting goes on here next week,
then I shall resign from the Church Council—and I shall
see fit to withhold my financial support from St. Gabriel’s.”
Winter expected that to be decisive. The church’s finances
were never healthy and there had been more than one
occasion when he had been lauded as the generous bene-
factor who had saved the congregation from acute financial
embarrassment. Christopher took the blow without
flinching,

‘I have no intention of cancelling that meeting, Claude.
If you feel- you must resign then I shall réspect your
decision.’

‘So you want me out of it,’ he challenged.

115



‘No, Claude, I want you very mach in it.”

‘Tt doesn’t sound like that.’

‘Nevertheless, it is the truth. I simply need to be faithful
to what I believe God is telling me to do. I'm sure that the
time will come when I shall want to invite you to a similar
meeting; but not this one.’

‘I’'m not arguing with you any more, Dean. You haven’t
heard the last of this,” he said as he opened the study door.
‘Unless you change your attitude, you will suffer the conse-
quences of your actions.” With that he slammed the front
door and was gone.

Molly stood in the study doorway. Christopher only had
to look at her face to know that she had heard Claude’s
raised voice. ‘Well ? he asked inquiringly.

Molly said nothing. She turned away and returned to
the kitchen. Christopher felt very alone,

Winter avoided his gaze on the Sunday, and Christo-
pher’s only moment of disquiet was to see him deeply en-
grossed in conversation with a group of like-minded people
at the end of the morning service. There was much nodding
of heads and he sensed a stir of rebellion within the fold.

For one day Christopher wavered. His church seemed
about to split and his marriage was under greater pressure
than ever before. He wanted to believe that God had every-
thing under control, and yet it was the intrusion of Ged
into his life that had brought about the presentsituation. He
needed an objective view to help him out of this vicious
circle, but didn’t know who to turn to. Tom and Ann had
prayed with him about it, but they, like himself, were too
close to see clearly. After spending most of the day failing
to prepare the content of the first meeting, and with de-
pression closing in around him, a name dropped into the
confusion.
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*Alan’ He reached for the phone.

Alan couldn’t come until nine, after another meeting,
.and it was a very suspicious, tight-lipped Molly who made
them coffee. Sudden meetings late at night did not fit into
ber concept of Christopher’s work. She was barely polite.

‘How can I help ber 7 Christopbsr began as soon as sho
had lsft the room. ‘She is suffering so much, and yet I can’t
get anywhere near her.

‘Perhape ‘you're not tho best person to do mythma
direct,’ answered Alun, “It’s very important that her faith
.should be in Christ, not in your faith.’ :

‘Can I do nothing but pray, then 7 It'’s very difficult when
she seemns to become more bitter and cold every day.’

‘If she is aware of conflict, then something is happening,
You would have more to worry about if she wamn’t moved
in gny way by the change in you.’ Alan’s voice was low and
sympathetic,

‘But why is it taking so long ? Why can't she see T

‘1 think you will find there 13 some block, some peycho-
logical reason why she cannot give in—because that is
how 'she undoubtedly sees it, as a defeat. Perhaps you
should pray that God will reveal that block to her, or to
someone else, parhaps to youmself. It's not too easy to
make such proncuncements when I hardly know her, but
that’s what I would do.’

‘I didn’t expect you to comse up with miracle answers,
Alan.” Christopher smiled. ‘These are human matters and
you can't solve them ke an equation, Just having eomo-
thing specific to think and pray about is answer enough for
the moment.’

‘Shall we pray for a few moments now? Christopher
nodded gratefully, impressed by the understanding of this
friend, and so glad he had remembered his offer of help
from months ago. As they prayed there was no immediate
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revelation, no divine diagnosis spoken to them, but
Christopher regained assurance in God, and peace
returned.

“The other matter is even more pressing.” Christopher
launched into the second problem, outlining Claude’s de-
meanour, and the unease that was spreading throughout
the church.

‘God will not be able to work freely in you if you are
paralysed by the first sign of dissension within the church,’
was Alan’s first comment, which seemed quite fair, ‘People
Lave to react in some way to the concept of a vital, living
God. Claude has reacted adversely; the others’ reactions
are based on fear and misunderstanding. When they start
seeing fruit in your life, the evidence may seem to point in
a more positive direction to some of them.’

‘I have been trying for several days to face the fact that a
church cannot be renewed without conflict, any more than
one individual can.” Christopher’s face showed his anxiety.
‘Christ’s teaching caused many followers to leave Him, and
if I preach the word of God faithfully, the same thing must
happen here.’

‘Would Claude be satlsﬁed if you invited him to the
meeting 7" suggested Alan.

‘I doubt it, really.” He paused. ‘I thmk it would only give
him more to gripe about. Anyway, that’s not the point.
There is 2 good chance that he would destroy any hope of
new life in that initial group, and, under God, I cannot
take that risk. If He wanted Claude there, He would have
given me his name along with the others.’

‘Have you thought about what you’re going to say ¥

‘T've thought and prayed, of course, but it’s a difficult
matter. We are going to have to be honest with one another
about the lack of reality in our individual spiritual lives and
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in St. Gabriel’s as a whole. That isn’t going to be very
comfortable.’

‘Have you asked Molly to come

‘I’ve invited her, but she wouldn’t come near it. In her
eyes | am ruining my reputation, my hopes of advancemeant,
and under her own roof at that. No; she’s not ready to face
herself yet, above all not in public.’

‘But Ann and Tom are coming.’

‘Oh, yes. The time is not right for them to speak openly
yet,buttheynwdtobetheretohelpmcwewhcretogo
from here.’

Simply to talk with Alan had been a comfort and by the
time he left at midnight Christopher felt greatly reassured.
Before him was God’s promise:‘I will never leave you nor
forsake you.’

There was an unusual air of expectancy in the room on
the night of the mecting. All present had been in the rec-
tory several times before; Christopher and Molly were
well known for their hospitality. Yet none had been in-
vited in circumstances such as these, Each had been inter-
ested in seeing who else was present and all were eager to”
discover the significance of the gathering, Tom and Ann
were not usually seen at mid-week meetings at St. Gabriel’s
and had never spoken to some of the others present, al-
though they had often seen them in church. Tom in par- .
ticular felt the embarrassment of this in view of what he
had learned in Yecent weeks.

As nobody seemed eager for conversation, Christopher
began the proceedings punctually. “Thank you all for com-
ing this evening. I have something of great importance to
share with you, something that will have a considerable
bearing upon our life together at St. Gabriel's. I think it
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unlikely that I shall finish all that I want to say tonight, so
1 am going to ask you if you would be so kind as to agree
to come back again next week and perhaps even the week
after...’

He had always been known for his brevity at meetings.
It was intriguing to speculate on what he could have to say
that would last two or three weeks!

I think it important that you don’t go away tonight and
decide not to return, because we are going to face up to
several problems that we certainly cannot resolve in one
evening.” His audience was attentive. ‘I want you all to be
honest with yourselves. It’s so easy for us to close our eyes
to certaia truths because it is uncomfortable to face them.
Now is the time for all of us at St. Gabriel’s to face the
truth about our relationship with God and how far our
church life truly reflects what He is wanting of us. I have
invited you here because I think each one of you will be
prepared to face the truth.’

It was still difficult to gauge what people were thinking
from their faces. He sensed the support that Tom and Ann
were prayerfully giving him, even as he was speaking.
Christopher decided that he should come directly to the
heart of the problem,

‘How many of you can honestly say that you know God,
that you have a personal relationship with Him that is real
and alive and meaningful 7

Nobody stirred. Tom and Ann instinctively felt that
they should not direct attention to themselves at this point,
so they too sat silently.

‘I really want you to answer,’ continued Christopher.

Mary Newell ventured a reply. ‘Well, rector, I think
most of us would admit to some kind of relationship with
God, or we wouldn’t be members of St. Gabriel’s.” There
was a general murmur of agreement.
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‘Are you doubting that we believe in God 7 asked Stan
Edwards, a local gardener, who was a much-loved charac-
ter at the church.

‘No, I don’t doubt that, Stan,’ replied Christopher. ‘Nor
do I doubt what Mary says. The question I asked, though,
hasn’t been answered. T didn’t say “Do you believe in
God?” or “Do you have any kind of relationship with
God ?” 1 said, “Do you have a relationship that is real and
alive?”?

Again he was answered by silence.

* ‘Have any of you experienced God speaking to you, for
instance ?” Christopher continued.

‘I’m not in the habit of hearing voices, if that’s what you
mean!’ Mrs. Baker’s remark brought a ripple of laughter
that broke the tension in the room.

‘What are you trying to get at, rector?’ Stan Edwards
asked.

‘I wonder whether we really understand what it means to
be Christians,’ he answered.

‘Aren’t you satisfied with us? Miss Smith asked with a
disbelieving frown. )

‘It isn’t a question of whether I am satisfied or not, but
of whether God is pleased.’ The evening had not begun as
Christopher had intended.

‘How are we to know what God wants? David Buckley
was a quiet studious youth, in whom Christopher sensed
there would be considerable spiritual depth.

‘By having an intimate relationship with Him, so that we
know His purpose for us. That is what I’m trying to ask.
Do any of us have such a relationship

‘We're not saints, you know.” Vanessa White was a
young housewife, who had only been coming to St.
Gabriel’s for a few months.

“What are we then ?’ asked Christopher.
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‘We're just ordinary Christians, Mr. Dean,’ answered
Mrs. Baker, ‘and very thankful that we are.’

Paul Rivers had been a churchwarden for three years.
He was a mature man, whom Christopher greatly re-
spected. The two had become close friends. Psul had
noticed the change that had taken place recently in
Christopher and had been worried about his reluctance to
talk about his reasons for calling this meeting. Normally
the two of them shazed confidences about the affairs of St.
Gabriel’s naturally and easily. Paul, who had deliberately
not eptered the discuseion 0 far, commanded considerable
respect among the other members of the congregation and
they were happy to sit back and sllow him to be their
spokesman,

‘Christapher, I think you have something on your mind
that you weant to say to us. Why not go straight ahead and
say it? I don’t think any of us can see where all these
questions are leading.” Paul’s wisdom was always appreci-
ated by Christopher and it crossed his mind that he might
have been wrong not to have taken him into his confidence
abouttﬁeeventxofthepmfewmh.ﬂowmr,.hwas
too Iute to remedy that now. He was thankful that Paul had
provided the right opening.

‘Paul is right,” he went on. ‘I have many very important
things to say. To understand their significance will mean
asking some basic questions of ourselves. You see, 1 have
bad to ask myself some very scarching questions lately. I
need to tell you some of the angwers I've discovered.

‘For many years I have been a parish priest and I have
loved the job. It has been mare like & way of life than @
job, really. It bas ofien been demanding, in some ways re-
warding, but in many ways frustrating. I have grown to
love the people I have tried to serve, yet increasingly in
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recent years I have been weighed down by a sense of failure.’

The atmosphere in the room had changed. Christopher
Dean, their much-loved rector, was not one to speak in
such personal terms.

‘There have been so many situations in which I have
been unable to introduce people to God, to His love, to
His healing power. The reason is a simple one. My own re-
lationship with God was inadequate. I could not hear His
voice, let alone be an instrument through which others
would hear Him. As a result my faith and trust in Him
were totally inadequate to face the responsibilities that are
mine as a parish priest. You must all forgive me for the
ways in which I have failed you. Even the way I have
taught the people of this parish has fallen so far short of
the Gospel, the good news of Jesus.’

Several would have liked to refute this self-critical an-
~ alysis of his ministry, but no one spoke.

‘In recent weeks, God has brought about a great many
changes in my life. I am still grappling with the implications
of these for the life of St. Gabriel’s. I can already see
clearly that each of us has been missing many of the riches
that God wants to share with us. I have discovered that
the Bible is full of wonderful promises that God makes to
His people. Yet our ears have been deaf to them. We
haven’t even realised that He could do such things for us
today.’

Christopher told briefly and simply how God wanted to
give new life to His children. They had all been trying to
serve Him in their own strength, loving God with their own
resources. He pointed to the lives of Jesus’s own disciples
and how the Master had not allowed them to continue His
minstry in the world after His resurrection until they had
received the life and power of the Holy Spirit.
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He went on to explain his realisation that a Christian
was not someone trying to please God with'his good deeds,
but one who had been given new life by Jesus Christ, who
lived that life in the power of the Holy Spirit and allowed
God to produce in him the fruit that He desired to sce. _

His audience was deeply attentive to his every word. The
flow of speech was interrupted only when Molly opened
the door to announce that coffee was ready. Christopher
was amazed to see that the time was approaching half-past
nine. He had been speaking for well over an bour. What
was even more surprising was that everybody had been
listening so intently for so long.

He sensed that all, or nearly all, would return on the
following Thursday. He would then introduce them to the
Yine.

11

THE LETTER OF resignation duly arrived. Paul Rivers
brought it by band on the folowing Saturday evening. -
‘I presume you can guess its contents,’ hesudasho
handed the letter to Christopher.
‘I have a fair idea,” he answered.
“The man is mortally offended.’
‘Perhaps be needs to be, Paul.’
‘I don’t need to tell you that we are going to be hard hit
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financially if he goes through with his threat to withdraw
his support completely.’ Christopher was pleased to see
that Paul did not seem unduly concerned, judging by the
tone of his voice,

‘We can’t run the church under continual threat, either,”
said Christopher.

‘Claude can make a great deal of unpleasant noise when
he wants to.’

‘I don’t see how we can prevent him if that is what he’s
intent on doing. I don’t relish the prospect; other people
at St. Gabriel's won’t know how to cope with it.’

“Then why pot try to placate him—at least for a while.”

‘How?

‘By inviting him to the next meeting on Thursday.’

‘No!” Christopher was surprised by the emphatic tone of
his voice, ‘Listen, Paul. I don’t understand any more than
you what was happening last Thursday. All I know is that
I spoke for over an hour and everyone sat there and heard
me through, however surprised or confused they were by
it. That’s no credit to me; the words just spilled out of my
mouth. I have thought about it a great deal since and it
seems to me that the peace of God had somehow descended
upon us. I know I was very conscious of the Lord’s pre-
sence. Do you remember how Jesus appeared to the dis-
ciples after He had risen ? He came into the room and said
“Peace be with you.” Well, it was something like that.’

‘It was certainly different from any other meeting that
we have ever had,” admitted Paul. ‘What has this got to do
with Claude?’

. *Could you imagine him sitting quietly listening for over
an hour? Why, after five minutes he would have been tak-
ing over the meeting, blustering away about his own
‘opinions and trying to impress upon everybody their right
of free speech.’
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Paul had to laugh. He had stood by Christopher’s side at
countless meetings trying to control Claude’s outbursts.

‘God is going to do something important to change our
lives at St. Gabriel's and [ am sure that he doesn’t want us
to be distracted by worry about money. That will come
with or without our friend Claude.’

‘Do you want to see him leave St. Gabriel's 7’ Paul asked
candidly. '

‘No, Paul, I don’t want to see anyone leave. I desper-
ately hope that Claude becomes part of the new St.
Gabriel’s; but he will have to change along with the rest of
us,

“You realise this talk of change is very threatening for
most people ?’ Paul seemed very thoughtful.

‘None of us likes change,” admitted Christopher. ‘I've
fought against it for years. I've fooled myself that God
would be pleased and satisfied if we at St. Gabriel’s were
successful in perpetuating the good established traditions.
I used every argument possible to satisfy myself. Yet deep
down I knew it wasn’t true. Every time I saw in the New
Testament what the Church is supposed to be, 1 winced
inside. We have hardly any conception so far of what it
means to be the Church today.’

‘Do you think the people will accept change? asked
Paul,

‘They will have to—or leave.” The two men looked at
one another. Both sensed that this was a great moment of
truth for them, and indeed for St. Gabriel’s.

‘Like Claude ?’

‘Like Claude.’

‘What happens if half the congregation leaves ?’

‘We have a congregation half the size, but one that de-
sires to be faithful to God and be the kind of church that
He wants.’

’
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Paul sat thinking for several moments. The clock ticked
loudly on the mantelshelf. ‘Christopher, I've always re-
spected you. Now you’ve changed, and for some reason I
cannot easily define I respect you even more. I can’t under-
stand all that is happening at present, but I confess that the
things you said last Thursday touched some very deep
chords in my heart. For a long time, I have longed for more
reality in my Christian life. It’s funay; although we have
known each other so long and have discussed freely to-
gether the affairs of the church, we never seemed to touch
on spiritual matters.’

Christopher cringed at the truth of the statement but
said nothing.

Paul continued, ‘I agree with you; we are on the edge of
something important. Frankly, I was hurt at first that you
hadn’t taken me into your confidence. Now I appreciate
that you were right in not doing so. You had a great deal
to absorb and learn. This process obviously took you some
weeks and it wouldn’t have been possible to give me a
crash course personally.’

“Claude would not have appreciated that,” interrupted
Christopher.

‘No, you are right there.’

‘You know, Paul, I think we have more important
opposition than Mr, Winter.’

‘Who?

‘You referred to them yourself,”

‘Them ? Paul could not help appearing concerned.

‘Yes. All those who will not want change. Those who
will be simply apathetic. “I don’t want to get involved,”
they will say. *“I want things to carry on as I have always
known them.” They don’t want their lives disrupted by
anyone, even God. They are like suckers drawing life out
of the church and giving nothing of themselves in return.’
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Christopher had detected for himself the note of harsh-
ness that ad crept into his voice. ‘I'm sorry, Paul. “Judge
not, and you will not be judged; condemn not, and you
will not be condemned; forgive and you will be forgiven;
give and it will be given to you; good measure, pressed
down, shaken together, running over, will be put into your
lap.” * Christopher closed the Bible which had lain opsn en
his desk. ‘T was reading those words just before you arrived.
I am preaching on them in the morning. They are as truly
for me as for anyone else. When we have learned the
secret ofgmng,lthmkweshallthcnbevcrywrpdsodat
how much God has to give to.us.’

They talked about the Vine. “The apathetic ones will be
like lifeless branches, you mean,’ suggested Paul. '

‘T cannot see that there will be much fruit borne out of
. apathy or of being determined not to become involved ia

~ the whole life of the Vine,’ replied Christopher.

Paul looked sombra. ‘A fruitless branch is always a sad
sight. Once it is cut off and begins to wither it looks
pathetic. I was wondering whether a separated branch
could ever be restored. Gathering and burning seem so
final.’

‘God is love,” answered Christopher. ‘The Gardener is
love. We can be sure that He knows every branch through
and through. No gardener cuts away the whole branch at
the first sign of unfruitfulness. He will nurture it in every
way that he knows to bring it to the fruit-bearing stage.
For him to remove the branch altogether is the lnst resort,
which he reluctantly takes for the sake of the whole vine.
For the one who continually resists God’s narturing...’

‘I think we need to pray for St. Gabriel's,’ said Paul,
‘pray very hard.’

‘Let’s begin now,” suggested Christopher.
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e two men had shared many conversations in recent
years. This was the first time they had prayed together.

For Tom and Ann these continued to be days of revela-
tion. They became almost overwhelmed by the nature of
God’s love, and this was having an effect on their daily
lives. Selfish excesses were cut out; they ate well, but
simply, and realised that security was no longer a good
bank balance. Their weekly contribution to St. Gabriel’s
increased comsiderably, compensating for the loss of
Claude’s support. They also sponsored a child in the Far
East, securing for him an education which he would not
otherwise have bad. In fact, they wanted to do much more,
but Christopher assured them that their fellowship with
himself and their prayer for St. Gabriel’s were in them-
selves enough for the moment.

They bad resigned themselves to this role when they
were surprised by an unexpected visitor on the Saturday
evening. Ann answered the door to find David Buckley,
the young studious member of the group, outside,

‘Good evening, Mrs. Billings. Please forgive me for call-
ing on you like this, but I would like to talk to you and
your husband.”

‘Come in, please.’ There was a note of genuine warmth
in Ann's voice which didn’t go unnoticed. ‘It’s David,
isn’tit?

“Yes, that’s right.”
© ‘Well, I'm Ann and this is Tom.’

The two men shook hands. This was the first visitor that
they had ever received from St. Gabriel’s, except, of course,
for Christopher.

David did not seem at ease, and his embarrassment
forced him to launch straight into the reason for his visit.
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‘“You didn’t say very much at the meeting on Thursday,
but I sensed that you already knew everything that Mr.
Dean was going to say.” Tom nodded in agreement,

‘I might tell you,” David continued, ‘it was all rather a
shock for me. You see, for about three months now I have
felt that I should be ordained one day. I have already
spoken to the rector about it. Now all my ideas of ministry
seemed to be torn apart by that meeting.’

Ann frowned. ‘I can’t remember that we spoke about
ministry.’

‘We didn’t,” countered David, ‘but the implications of
what was said would very clearly affect ministry. Even the
rector admitted that he had felt frustrated and had failed
the people of St. Gabriel’s. That was pretty hard to take.
I’ve always respected him and thought of him as an ideal
parish priest. In fact, it is his example that has had a deep
influence on my decision to seek ordination.” -

“You have to be sure that God has ¢alled you before you
take such a step, surely ?’ said Tom gently.

‘Oh, I know, and I believe He has., However, I thought
He was calling me to a safe occupation, a hard-working
one mind you, but one built on the secure tradition of the
Church built over many centuries. Yet when Mr. Dean
was speaking, he went back even further to the tradition of
the first disciples. And I realise now that the Christian life
isn’t the safe, quiet thing I thought it was. It’s adventurous,
exciting and fresh. Did you see Mr. Dean’s eyes on
Thursday night ? They were sparkling. He’s never looked
like that before. And did you notice how everybody was
engrossed in what he was saying? We were all caught up
in the excitement with him, as he told us of the possibili-
ties of a life filled with God’s power.’

Ann couldn’t help smiling. *You’re getting quite excited"
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bout it yourself.” David too smiled, but couldn’t help
slushing at the same time,

~ ‘I’m not an excitable person, Mrs. Billings, I mean, Am.
I could picture myself as Mr. Dean was, a good parish
priest. I cannot see mysglf as someone leading people into
a close relationship with God, seeing them filled with the
Holy Spirit and even being healed by the laying on of
hands es Mr. Dean was suggesting.’

‘That is only because you haven’t experienced what
Christopher has experienced in recent weeks,’ said Tom.

‘Or what you have experienced ?” probed David.

‘How do you know that?

‘It shows. I was across the room from you on Thursday.
You were as engrossed as the rest of us in what was being
said. We were all looking very serious because we were all
engaging in & good deal of self-examination, even dear old
Mrs. Baker. But you two were different. You were smiling.
There seemed to be an inner contentment or peace about
you. It was almost as if you were encouragmg the rector,
supporting him.’

Both Tom and Ann were surprised by these remarks.
‘And then there was-this,” said David as he drew a folded
piece of paper from the inside pocket of his jacket. Tom
recognised his own handwriting on it. He looked at David
for an explanation.

‘After you had left the meeting, I noticed thlB on the
floor between the chairs where you had been sitting. That’s
why I asked the rector for your address, so that I could re-
turn it if it was important. I must confess I read it—just to
see whether it was important, you understaud.’

‘And is it ? asked Tom. v

“Yes. At least it has become important for me to under-
stand what it means.’
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‘Read out what it says,’ suggested Ann.

¢ “The Father rejoices in the Vine, in His Son, Jesus, and
in everyone who lives in Him. For when the Father looks
upon the branches of the Vine, He does not se¢ them in
isolation from Jesus; He sees them in Jesus, That means
that the Father can only look at you and me “in Jesus”.
For we have no identity apart from Him.” *

David now looked to Tom for an explanation. ‘Look,
David, I expect Christopher will be talking about all this
next week, and he will probably make a much better job of
it than I could. However, if you're not in a hurry, we could
do a little Bible study together.

At this point, Ann excused herself saying that she had to
get the children’s clothes ready for church in the morning,
She left them with the promise of coffee when she had
finished the chores.

As she moved about the house, the familiar patterns of
tidying and ironing being automatic, she thought about the
conflict that seemed to precede acknowledgement of God
as a vital force—a conflict she sensed in David. She prayed
intermittently, but persistently, for nearly an hour. As she
started to make the coffee, Tom’s voice called from the
sitting-room.

‘Won’t be a minute; it’s nearly ready,’ she shouted back.

‘Never mind the coffee; we have more important things
to do; David wants us to pray with him to be filled with the
Holy Spirit.’

The milk bottle she was holding slithered down on to a
pile of spoons with a tremendous crash. Why was answered
prayer such a surprise ?

‘I'm coming.’

On the following morning, David Buckley sat with Tom,
Ann and the children in church. He was at peace. That
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inner restlessness had ceased and he was able to participate
in the worship in a different way. The act of communion
was a troe meeting with Christ and he felt his face burning
as he expressed his new-found praise quietly in tongues.
It had surprised him when Tom and Ann prayed.-in tongues
the previous evening. It surprised him even more to. dis-
cover that his mouth was filled with strange syliables that
somehow expressed the thoughts he could not formulate
in English,

And it seemed that God Himself had given him a word
of reassurance. “Those who respond to my love know that
I will never cast them off.’ He felt that now he belonged to
God and that he would always belong to Him, It was that
knowledge that brought him such peace.

It was the lack of that knowledge that made the same
act of worship a nightmare for Molly Dean,

12

Ir YOU ARIDE in me, and my words abide in you, ask what-
ever you will, and it shall be done for you.’

The words seemed to mock Molly. While Christopher
had been deep in conversation with Paul Rivers in his
study, she had spent Saturday evening with John, chapter
15. She was determined to find freedom, yet every attempt
made ber more desperate. The fact that her prayers did not
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seem to be answered only reinforced her belief that God
had rejected her.

She felt as though she had lost her identity; then it be-
came all too apparent to her that she had never had any
true identity. Everything in her life had been a fagade built
to avoid facing up to her true self. She didn’t have Christo-
pher’s new-found faith and assurance, and realised with
horror that she resented him because of this, to the point
of shunning physical contact. Yet in previous crises it was
his love for her that had pulled her through. '

Sunday worship was agony. The spoken words which
seemed to claim and promise so much were empty of
reality. The act of communion was false; she experienced
no union with the Almighty, only an intensification of her
own loneliness.

When Christopher had turned and said to the congrega-
tion, “The peace of the Lord be always with you’, it had
taken great self-control to prevent herself from shouting
back ‘What peace 7 Instead she had knelt down and buried
her face in her hands and wept, trusting that to everyone
else her actions would appear like an act of piety. In final
desperation, she prayed a short simple prayer: ‘Someone
please help me.

As soon as the service finished, she made for the door,
only to find a hand on her arm. It was Ann.

*I’m sorry, Ann. I must hurry home this morning.’

‘Molly...

‘Good-bye, Ann.

With that she shook her arm free and with a few nods
and smiles to other members of the congregation, she was
soon out of the claustrophobic walls of the church building
and into the sunlight. Tt was then that she realised that she
had perhaps brushed aside the means of help she needed.
She couldn’t talk freely to Christopher at present; Ann was
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involved in this business and perhaps she would under-
stand. She wanted to go back and apologise for her rude-
ness, but pride prevented her. She walked towards the
rectory with the conflict increasing every moment.

She sat down at the kitchen table and sobbed. When the
door-bell rang she was in no fit state to answer it and so
she ignored it. Then to her alarm the back door opened
and Apn walked into the kitchen. Molly tried to compose
herself, but the effort was too great. She clung to Ann and
cried and cried.

Ann had the wisdom to say nothing. She held Molly and
was aware of a deep love for her, a love that was not her
own,

Slowly, the sobbing ceased and Molly relaxed. She
allowed herself to be held, feeling reassurance from the
arms around her. It was fully five minutes before she
gently released herself from Ann’s arms.

‘I’m sorry, Ann,’ she said sadly.

“There’s nothing to be sorry about.’

‘Yes, there is. I was very rude to you in church just now.’

“You didn’t intend to be.’

‘No, I didn’t intend to be. But then I keep feeling re-
actions that I don’t want to feel and doing things that I
don’t want to do. Everything seems so hopeless at present.’
She paused and looked enquiringly at Ann. ‘What made
you follow me here ?’

‘I don’t know exactly. Towards the end of the service I
felt that it was important for me to talk to you. I don’t
know why.”

‘Perhaps this God of yours was telling you to,’ answered
Molly. Her voice could not disguise the tiredness she felt
inside, nor the disillusionment.

‘He’s your God as well,” said Ann.

‘Is He? Is He really? I thought He was until all this
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business of knowing Him. I don’t know Him-that’s the
problem. He won't be my God until I do.’

‘Why should that be such a problem? Don’t you want
to know Him ?’

‘I didn’t at first. T would have been quite happy for our
lives to have continued as they were before. Christopher
and T have had a good life together. Then he changed. 1
must admit that I now see many qualities that I hadn’t
‘noticed in him before. Still, the change has threatened our
life together. He has changed and I haven’t. I was resentful
at first. I wanted him to be the way I had always known
him. Our holiday made me aware of the futility of that
wish. I realised that I would have to join him if we were
truly to be together again.” Molly stopped. Why was she
saying all this to a comparative stranger ?

‘Andso...’ prompted Ann.

‘Oh, I don’t suppose you're really interested in my prnb-
lems. Let me make you a cup of tea.’

‘No,” said Ann firmly. ‘Making cups of tea woh’t help,
will it ? .

Molly sighed. She felt trapped. Dare she confide in any-
one her true problem?

‘You don’t believe He wants you, do you?

Molly looked up sharply. *‘Who do you mean ?

Ann smiled. ‘I mean God, not Christopher.’

‘How do you know that? I haven’t told anyone, not even
my husband.’

‘Let’s call it feminine intuition,” suggested Ann.

‘That’s not intuition, and you know it,’ challenged
Molly.

‘What does it matter ? Is it true 7

‘Yes, it’s true.’

‘Why do you think that ?

‘I’ve tried this business of placing my life in God’s hands
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and nothing has happened. Absolutely nothing. In fact the
very reverse. AnypeaceleverhadwithGodseemstohm
completely disappeared.”

Ann felt she was getting out of her depth. Christopher
wouldn’t be home for some time, as he was taking the
Sunday School service. She shot a qmck prayer hzavcn-
-wards agking for inspiration.

‘He does love you, Molly.

‘How do I know that? He has done nothing to prove
His love to me. The only person who has ever done that is
Christopher.”

- ‘Tlove you, Molly.’

‘Oh please Ann. Don’t give me platitudea I can’t stand
any more.’

‘No, I mean it. When I was holding you just now, I felt
a deep love for you. I’ve never experienced anything quite
like it before.’

‘Part.of this Holy Spirit business I supposes,’ said Molly
with some bitterness.

‘I suppose so,” admitted Ann. ‘There are so many
changes going on in my life at present. It's difficult to keep
up with them all.’

‘The only changes that are going on in my life are for the

“worse,” said Molly tartly. ‘I'm sure you came here to help
me, Ann, and I’m grateful. But I don't think there is any-
thing you can do for me.’

‘I can pray for yow.’

‘Another platitude.’

‘No, it isn’t. Jesus says that if we abxde in Him and His
words abide in us we can dsk whatever we will and it will
be done for us.’

‘John, chapter 15, I suppose.’

“That’g right,” said Ann brightly, deliberately missing the
sarcasm in Molly’s voice.
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‘T've asked and He’s done nothing for me. But T don’t
abide in Him, do I ? She threw the words out asa challenge.

‘Molly! You’re suffering from an overdose of self-pity.’

The two women faced each other in silence, ‘I think
you'd better go, Ann.”:

Ann wanted to apologise for speaking the truth so
bluntly, but no words would come. She picked up her
handbag and opened the door. Was that really hate in
Molly’s eyes ? She wanted to run to her, to hold her again
and assure her of God’s love for her. She sensed that the
gesture wouldn’t be received in the way intended.

‘Good-bye, Molly.’

‘Good-bye, Ann.’

She was almost in tears as she walked home. Had she
failed the Lord ?

Tom tried to reassure her by saying that she could have
done no more. :

‘You don’t understand, Tom. How would you feel if
someone walked into your kitchen and told you that you
were suffering from an overdose of self-pity 7’

‘Awful.’

‘Well, then.’

‘Perhaps that is the very thing you needed to say and
that she needed to hear.’

‘How can I be sure of that ¥

‘Did you intend to tell her that?

‘No, the words just came out.”

‘Had you diagnosed that self-pity was the problem 7>

“No, I hadn’t realised that it was.’

‘Where did the knowledge come from, then 7’

‘From God T

“Whoelse?

‘How can I be sure ?
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“You can't. You have to trust. You didn’t want to hurt
Molly; in fact you felt a great love for her and you told me
that you prayed that you would say the right things.’

It seemed fruitless to continue the conversation. ‘It
sounds all nght when you put it like that, Tom. Only tlme
can tell whether I have helped or hurt her.’

“Yes, only time can tell. So let’s use that time to pray for
her.’

When Christopher returned to the rectory, he was sur-
prised to see that Molly was behind with the lunch, par-
ticularly as she had not been in the hall for coffee after the
service. She answered his queries as to her health and feel-
ings with an icy coldness that sent Christopher scuftling
to the sanctury of his study, to await the summous to eat.
He buried himself in the Sunday paper, but the news was
no more inviting than the reception from his wife.

Molly worked with outward efficiency, being driven by
the ice-cold fury within her. Ann’s remark had hit home
and she hated her for it. Yes, hated. That was the only
word for it: coming into her home, holding her, professing
love for her and then driving a sharp knife into her heart.
If this was the love of God, then Molly Dean would stop
her search for Him.

They ate lunch in almost complete silence. ‘What did
you think of the sermon this morning ?" asked Christopher.

‘I didn’t hear a word of it.’

‘You seemed to be listening.”

‘Were you preaching at me, then ?

‘Don’t be silly, bf course not.”

‘T'm sorry that I'm so silly. I don’t have the understand-
ing and perception of your new friends.’

“What do you mean 7"

‘It doesn’t matter.’
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‘T want to know.’

‘It doesn’t matter.’

With that she left the table and began the washing up,
leaving him to finish his sweet alone.

David Buckley joined Christopher, Tom and Ann the
following Tuesday. Since both Ann and Christopher had
spent a great deal of time thinking about Molly, she was
the obvious topic of conversation.

Ann was surprised that Christopher seemed to know
nothing of the encounter with Molly on Sunday morning. -
He, for his part, was inwardly angry that Ann had taken
such a step without first consulting him; then he realised
that this was probably part of the Lord’s plan to help
Molly. He seemed impotent himself in the matter and un-
able to communicate with his own wife.

‘I don’t know the answer,’ he admitted. ‘I feel sure that
God knows what he is doing. If I didn’t believe that I
couldn’t stand back and watch her suffer like this. There is
something terrible going on within her; I can sense that
much.’

‘You will have a new wife once it is resolved,’” promised
Tom. “We went through something similar, although noth-
ing as deep and far-reaching, of course.” -

‘I wonder whether she needs help from somebody who
bas more experience in these things than we have,’ said
Christopher.

‘Do you really think she would accept help at present?
asked Ann,

‘T don’t know. I don’t even know who could help her. It
may seem an awful thing to say, but I don’t know any of
my colleagues locally who would know how to deal with
the problem. I think I could—if she were not my wife.
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It seems difficult to change roles from a husband to 8
counsellor.’ Tom understood and nodded.

‘What do you think the real problem is 7

Christopher thought for a moment, “Well, I'm not sure.
I’ve prayed a great deal about it. Without talking to her I
counldn’t be certain I'm right, but . ..’ He paused as if aware
that he would have to choose his words very carefulty. ‘I
believe that she blames God for all the hurt she has known
in her life. So although her surface mind is prepared to
accept Him, deep down she doesn’t really want to get near
Him. At times she probably hates Him.’

‘How does the self-pity fit in— or does it ? inquired Ann.

‘Oh, it fits in all right, Very much so. I don’t think Molly
is aware of her schizophrenic approach to God. She Is
aware of her feclings, and what she feels is self-pity. You
see, for years she has led a surface kind of existence, bury-
ing the hurts of past years. She could accept God in that
way, and even felt accepted by Him. Yet it was all super-
ficial, Now she is forced into reality. And the reality of the
situation is that the true Molly Dean feels very sorry for
herself because all her life, until she met me at any rate,
she was pushed from pillar to post, nobody ever accepting
her or loving her. She felt totally rejected and God was to
blame.’

‘He didn’t cause any of the hurt,’ said Ann indignantly.

‘But He didn’t prevent it either,” answered Christopher.
“That is the crucial point as far as Molly is concerned.’

‘So how do we help her 7 asked Tom.

‘T can’t,” Christopher replied flatly. ‘She can only relate
to me in the way that she has always known me. That in-
volved burying the past hurts; they have never been part of
our life together. Molly has tried to construct a new life for
herself, yet underneath that is this shaky foundation of
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what she really is. She feels that the superstructure has now
been removed and the Molly that is exposed is the one that
she bas successfully hidden for many years: cold, bitter
resentful, and yet desperate for love.’

‘Why can’t she accept that God loves her?” It was. so
difficult for Ann to understand how anybody could reject
the answer to their problems, especially when they were of
such magnitude. :

‘Because this God is the One who allowed all this hurt in
her life.’

‘He provided you for her,” commented Ann.

‘Yes. That was fine until now.” -

They seemed to have reached an impasse. ‘Is there no
way that we could reach with the love of Jesus into her past
life?” It was David Buckley who had spoken. The others
had forgotten his quiet presence, being carried away by
their concern for Molly.

‘How do you mean ?

‘'m not sure. 'm newer at all this than you are. It seems
to me that we need to pray for Mrs. Dean as she was—the
frightened, unloved, unwanted little girl.’

‘You’re right,” said Tom enthusiastically, ‘It’s the hurt

little girl who needs healing, who needs Jesus.’ ,

Christopher looked concerned. It sounded feasible, but
he had never come across such a suggestion before. Any-
way, the prognosis might be correct, but how to effect it
was another problem. He expressed his uncertainty.

. ‘At least we can pray in a different way for her,’ said

Ann. Without more ado, she closed her eyes and began.
‘O Lord, you know everything about Molly; more than we
do. We know that you love her, even if she cannot accept
that for herself. We ask, dear Jesus, that you heal all these
past wounds and bring her to the point where, instead of
blaming you for the hurt inflicted upon her by others, she
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greets you as her Saviour. Yes, Lord, in all the wounded
areas of her life, we ask that your love may abound. Amen.’

The three men murmured their ‘Amens’. If they had been
asked, none of them would have been able to confess much
faith that the prayer would be answered. At least they
understood the problem a little better now. Ann was more
confident. ‘Remember, God wants us to pray, not be-
cause He likes to hear the'sound of our voices, but because
He wants to answer our prayer!’

They could not argue with that.

When Christopher returned home that evening, Molly
was already in bed and asleep. He decided to have a glass
of warm milk before joining her. The one great truth about

'God that was sustaining him through these difficulties was
that the Lord loved him. By abiding in the Vine he was
directly in the path of His giving. He knew that if he lived
his life in faithful obedience to God, depending on His
grace, he would discover how great is His desire to give to
His children, how overwhelming His generosity.

At this moment he felt very alone. Was this how Molly
felt all the time? And without knowing the love of God?
He shuddered. It was all beyond him. God was the only
answer; there copld be no other. The only way to God’s
heart was prayer. Surely the Spirit would know how to
pray? :

He knelt on the hard kitchen floor, rested his arms on a
hard kitchen chair, and buried his face in his hands. He
prayed quietly in tongues for a very long time.
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THE LAST OF the visitors had gone. Christopher carried the
tray of dirty cups into the kitchen and began to wash them.
He had a great deal to think about. It had been another
evening of revelation for him as well as for the rest of the
group. All had listened attentively as he went over what
was now familiar ground to him: the picture of the Vine.
Yet Christopher was impressed at how new and fresh it
was, even to him; there were so many new elements that he
hadn’t realised before.

There was no doubting the fact that the message was
coming across loud and clear. The others were obviously
having their struggles, and he was surprised at the open-
ness that was displayed when they had a time of discussion.
Young David Buckley had given a simple account of his
time with Tom and Ann last Saturday. At first Christopber
was worried about the way in which this would be re-
ceived, but the obvious enthusiasm that David displayed
had delighted most. Tom and Ann were seen in a new light,
and the ladies were certainly impressed with the simplicity
with which Ann spoke about the battle within her that had
to be faced before she came into the freedom of the Holy
Spirit.

His only bad moment had been when Mrs. Baker asked
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why Molly hadn’t joined the group. He had tried to laugh
the question to one side by saying that she was concerned
about their physical comfort as well as their spiritual wel-
fare and that she was preparing the coffee. But neither
Mrs. Baker nor any of the others were fooled, and he
wondered if it wouldnt have been much more honest to
state simply that she didn’t want to come, and let them
make of that what they would.

OneofthethmgsthatChnstophﬁrhadnevergrasped
very clearly was the meaning of the glory of God. He had
been surprised, therefore, to find himself talking about it
as he expounded verse 8. As he dried the cups he tried hard
to remember what he had said.

‘A Christian can only have one ambition in life: to
glorify the -‘Father. ‘Any other ambition that cuts across
that is a wrong ambition. ‘To glorify God is to add to His
glory. We shall not be ablé to do that by opposing His will,
only by fulfilling it. He is glorified when His purpose is
worked out in the lives of His children.

‘Even Jesus sald, “I do not seek my own glory. I honour
my Father.” Any glory that the Son received was given
Him by the Father. So He could pray at the climax of His
carthly life, “Father, the hour has come; glorify thy Son
that the Son may glorify thee.” In other words.He was
saying, “‘Father, let your purpose be perfectly worked out
in me, that you may be glorified in me, that I may share
your glory.” He prayed, “I glorified thee on earth, having
accomplished the work which thou gavest me to do.” That
is the prayer which we all need to be able to pray. How can
we accomplish the Father’s purpose for us unless we are
prepared to yield ourselves completely into the Father's
hands, that His Spirit may bear all the fruit in our lives
that He desires to see 7

It was at that point that Vanessa White had broken
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down. She sat in the far corner of the lounge and quietly
wept. Nobody had been: certain what to do at first. Then
Ann calmly went over to her, squatted on the floor beside
her chair and held her hand. In recent weeks Christopher
had seen more tears than in as many years. There was a
great deal of sadness within people that needed to be re-
leased, sadness that had never been touched by the hun-

dreds of sermons he had preached at St. Gabriel’s. ‘

All Vanessa could say through the tears was, ‘I want
Him, I want Him.” She had only been a member of
Christopher’s congregation for a few months. At last she
could express why she had first come to St. Gabriel’s. She
wanted God. Now, at last, he could lead her to Him. She
had stayed behind when the others left: She opened her
life to God, bringing into the light the sins that had left
her carrying a burden of guilt. As this was lifted from her
she became aware of peace flooding in, and the infusion of
the Holy Spirit brought joy. The great hug that she gave
Christopher before she left the rectory was a spontaneous
gesture that said more than any word of thanks that he had
received throughout his ministry. Thank God she had been
freed to show her gratitude! A new warmth and a new love
were creeping into the lives of people—and that is what
God wanted them to be—a people of love. If they could
love with His love, then God would indeed be glorified in
their lives.

Christopher dried the last mug and hung the tea-towel
on the hot-water pipe to dry. Molly had gone to bed early
again and, being tired, he decided he wouldn’t stay up any
longer. What a difference in their tiredness, though! As he
climbed the stairs he remembered the close association
between husband and wife in the Scriptures, the un-
believing one being consecrated through the believing
partoer.
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He felt reassured once more about his wife. As he got
into bed, he leaned across and kissed Molly’s cheek.
‘Molly, I love you dearly.’ She gave no indication whether
she heard his whisper. But then God had been speaking to
her in a still, small voice, and this too had been drowned
by her fears and resentment.

The next morning, in his time of quiet before breakfast,
Christopher studied Christ’s concept of the Church as’
shown in his prayer of chapter 17 of John’s Gospel. ‘I in
them and thou in me, that they may become perfectly one,
so that the world may know that thou hast sent me and
hast loved them even as thou hast loved me.’

Christopher could hardly believe his eyes. He had read
this passage countless times without ever facing the impli-
cations of what Jesus was saying. He had previously inter-
preted it as a prayer that there should be no disunity or
divisions between Christians. To understand His words in
terms of relationships brought them into new light. And
this was clearly the context in which they were spoken.
Jesus was praying that the disciples would know such
unity within relationships that they would reflect the rela-
tionship of oneness between Father and Son.

Jesus did not pray impossible or fatuous prayers Pre-
sumably, therefore, He meant what He said.

The people of St. Gabriel’s hardly knew one another,
let alone displayed such a unity in their lives. It was obvi-
ous that the unity within the Godhead was one of love, and
they would only know such unity if they were filled with
God’s love. Jesus prayed ‘that they may all be one’. Why?
“That the world may believe that thou hast sent me.’

No wonder they had never made much headway with
evangelism at St. Gabriel’s! The world was fed up with
hearing Christians claim that God is love; it needed to see
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love being lived in the lives of local congregations, in the
relationships that existed between Christians. Yet so often
the Church appeared to be more like a filing system. People
filed into the church building on a Sunday, did their wor-
ship thing and then filed out again. The wonder was that
people like Vanessa, who wanted God, should hold on
long enough in such a system before they found Him. But
for every Vanessa, how many slipped away disillusioned,
still lost in a fog of despair ?

‘We have a lot to answer for,’ muttered Christopher to
himself. ‘God forgive us.’

Deep within him the vision was forming of what St.
Gabriel’s needed to become: a group of people filled with
the Spirit of God’s love, working that love out in their re-
lationships with one another and reaching out with that
love into the lives of those around them. You cannot force
people to love. So all this would need to develop, and he
must be careful not to push people too fast. God the Holy
Spirit was to lead, not Christopher Dean.

"The phone rang. Paul Rivers wanted to talk, and said he
would be round that evening. As he breakfasted hur-
riedly Christopher wondered about Paul’s attitude to the
whole matter. He was going to play an important part in
the future development of St. Gabriel’s; of that Christopher
felt certain. They would need, therefore, to build on the
friendship which had deepened over the past years.

Paul came straight to the point. ‘Clande Winter has been
on to me, Christopher. He says that it’s my responsibility
as churchwarden to see that the congregation isn’t led
astray.’

‘Is that all he says P’

‘Well, no. He implies that you must be suffering from
overwork and strain and that the Bishop should selieve
you of your duties until you are restored to normal health.’
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‘T’ve never felt better,’ said Christopher truthfully.

“You would probably have a hard job convincing our
friend Claude of that.’

‘What do you intend to do about the letter '

‘Obviously, I have no intention of writing to the
Bishop. Butif 1 don't Claude probably will.’

“The prospect doesn’t alarm me in the slightest. I would
welcome the opportunity of talking to the Bishop about
what is happening, and the vision that God is giving us for.
St. Gabriel’s.

“That’s why I'm here, Christopher. I want you to share
that vision with me. All that you’ve been saying these last
two weeks has been very impressive. In fact, it hasn’t
really been you speaking, if you see what { mean. I am left,
though, with this question: Where i3 it all leading us ?

‘We shall have to talk about that in the group, of course,
1 don't mind telling you what I can see now, Paul. But
understand that all this is only being formulated in. my
mind at present; there is much I still don’t understand,
myself.’ ’

‘T accept that, but I would still like to know more of
your vision. It will help me in dealing with Claude or any-
one else who may question me. Already there’s quite a lot.
of speculation in some quarters.’

‘T suppose that's inevitable. You can see from what I've
been saying that all of us need a personal renewal of our
lives.” .

‘Speak English, man,’ said Paul.

‘We need to know the Lord in a personal way, to be
aware that we have been incorporated into Jesus and are
filled with His Holy Spirit.’

“That’s fine. So where do we go from there ? What hap-
pens when more of St. Gabriel’s are filled with the Spirit?
That’s what I want to know.’
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‘T belleve God has been supplying the answer during
these past few days.’

‘So?

‘We are going to be Jesus!

‘I beg your pardon ? Many more statements like that and
I shall think seriously about acceding to Claude’s re-
quest!’” He spoke in obvious good humour.

‘T"'m being serious, Paul.’

*Then you’ll have to explain.’

‘St. Paul calls the Church the Body of Christ. nght?’

‘nght.'

‘What does that mean ? Surely that the Charch is to be-
Christ’s Body in the world, the body of people who con-
tinue the ministry of Jesus, preaching, teaching and healing
in His name. Is that done eflectively at St. Gabriel's? Of
course not. We're incapable of it.’

‘Shall we ever be capable 7'

“This is what we have been called to be and to do. I can’t
see the purpose of the local church community unless
we're determined to do it effectively.’

* " "*“How, Christopher ?’

‘We shan’t be able to minister Christ very effectively in
perpetoating the kind of life we have now. The whole of
our way of church life has to change. I'm not sure yet about
all the implications of that, but I can see some of them.’

‘Go on. You are being most irritating. Get to the real
pomt.”

“We are only going to minister Jesus to the world around
us if we are empowered to do so. Henoe the need for every
member of St. Gabriel’s to be filled with the Holy Spirit.
He will provide us with an increase of love in our lives and
we are going to become integrated in some way so that we
work in harmony and co-operation—like the limbs of a
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human body. And Christ needs to be the Head of the
Body, so that every limb is controlled by Him.’

‘It sounds more like a dream than a real proposition.’

It’s what Jesus Himself prayed for.” Christopher then
told Paul of the new understanding that he had received
through the prayer of John 17. ‘Relationships that refiect
the love the Father has for the Son; that’s only possible
through the Holy Spirit.’

‘Look at the bickerings and squabblings you see in most
churches,’ said Paul. ‘And St. Gabriel’s has its share. You
don’t have to see any further than this present business
with Claude.’

‘I know, I know, Paul.’

‘Do you really believe this will all happen ?’

‘Ithasto. Otherwise, what is the purpose of St. Gabriel’s 7’

‘T can see now why you told me that some would leave.’

‘No doubt they will, Paul. Some will not want this life
of love and unity with others. Their reticence must not be
allowed to prevent us becoming what God wants us to be.’

‘How are you going to get everyone to see this ?’

‘It’ll take time. Don’t worry! I’m not going to tell them
all from the pulpit on Sunday.” Christopher had to laugh
at the shocked expressions he imagined on many faces.
‘First things first. We’ll need to bring many more people
to the point of giving their lives to God and allowing Him
to give them His life. We can’t proceed any further until
that has happened.

‘People like me, you mean.’

Christopher smiled. ‘Is it such a bad idea ?

‘No, it’s a very good idea. You don’t mind if I wait until
my vision has become clearer until I take this step, though ?

*Of course not, Paul. It wouldn’t be right to rush any-
one. God has waited long enough for us to see what He
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wants, I expect He is prepared to be patient a little longer
until we accept His wishes.’

‘One thing worries me, though. You speak as though we
are not the Body of Christ now. Yet every week in our
worship we state clearly that we are His Body.’

‘So we are. But who would think it to look at us! Any-
body coming into our fellowship should be able to see that
relationships of deep love exist between us. Many non-
believers would desire to know Christ if they could see that
He had that effect on people’s lives. And I have the feeling
that many people in our locality with particular needs
would be attracted to St. Gabriel’s because they knew they
would find love and acceptance among us. That doesn’t
happen at the moment. You know, Paul, in my work here
I come across so many people who have a common prob-
lem; they need to be loved. I want to say to them, “Come
to St. Gabriel’s; you will find the love you need there.” I
can’t, because the love isn't there. Not yet, anyway. I
believe that there are sufficient of us who want that love in
our lives, and so I believe also that we will become the
body of love that we need to be.’

‘Christopher, I'm sorry that I even doubted youw.”

‘I wasn’t aware that you did.’

“Yes, I have to confess that I couldn’t see where all this
was getting us. The implications are probably even more
far-reaching than you have outlined. Even if we are the
Body of Christ, I don’t believe He gets much glory out of
the fact.” ‘

‘Not yet, Paul.’

The two men smiled at one another, Paul stood up and
extended his hand towards Christopher. ‘We are together
in this.

‘Paul, I don’t want to shake your hand. I want ta hug
you like a brother.
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Panl Rivers went home, sat down and began to write:

1 cannot explain any reason for it, yet I feel happier than
I can ever remember feeling. All the way home I wanted
to sing. If I had not been so conspicuous I would have
gkipped, or even danced, instead of walking. Not quite
the becoming thing for a middle-aged churchwarden!
Everything you said to me made so much sense, and
somehow assenting to it all has produced this great joy
in me. I haven’t prayed to be filled with the Holy Spirit,
but I wonder if that has happened. Certainly, I am pre-
pared to give my life whole-heartedly to our good Lord
and if He can make me part of such a fellowship of love
-as you outlined just now I shall indeed be filled with joy.
I only wish that my dear wife was still alive to share in
the wonder of this moment. If she was, I don’t suppose I
should need to sit and write this to you, Christopher. I
must confess that I’ve been subject to times of great
loneliness recently. I know that I have a need for loving
relationships, but it will not be easy to surrender myself
to them. If dear Emily experiences eternally the joy that
I now feel, then I thank my dear Father in heaven for
taking her to Himself.

My dear brother, for you are indeed such, I want to
assure you of my affection, my support and my prayers
at all times. Talk to me and help me, and I promise to
give you whatever counsel I can. I’'m sure you realise
that to effect the vision you have for St. Gabriel’s is go-
ing to produce some very difficult times for you person-
ally. I wonder where dear Molly is in all this. She has
been conspicuous by her absence, and that must be a
hard cross for you to shoulder at present. I didn’t like
to raise the matter when I was with you. Let me know if
I can be of any help in that direction. Emily and Molly
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were very close and I have grown fond of her myself.
Somehow I should like to help, if at all possible.

Please excuse the formality of a letter. I have needed
to write this. I wonder if I shall sleep tonight. Loneliness
has been a problem at night, but this cvening there
seems to be a Presence, not an absence—a wonderful
Presence, who assures me and comforts me and causes
me to rejoice. I praise God for what He has done in my
life throagh you, Christopher. May the Father be glori-
fied by the fruit He is allowed to beerr in our lives.

Yours in Him,
Paul

Christopher rejoiced when he read the letter. He himself
had just experienced another lonely night,

14

CHRISTOPHER OPENED HIS diary to the day’s date. The only
entry so far consisted of three letters—A.G.M.—the
Annual Genperal Meeting of the church, an-occasion on
which he should sum up the past year, financial, constitu-
tional and spiritual, and outline the future as he saw it.

His diary had become quite important to Christopher.
It was no longer a mere list of commitments and reminders
to reassure him that he was a very busy man and must
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therefore be fulfilling his obligations as rector. Each event
could now be considered in the context of a forward move-
ment, and gained meaning from its position in the sequence.
It was not a question of isolated endeavour, taking two
steps in the dark and then trying another direction. Each
page was covered with tiny writing as Christopher tried to
sum up for himself the past few weeks, and as he consider-
ed his address for the evening, he ran his eye over some of
the entries . ..

Thurs. 29th—The Thursday teaching meeting. It was de-
cided to finish this series tonight as so many of the
original members have been baptised in the Spirit and
spend Tuesday evening with Tom, Ann and myself. At
least six more interested, so will re-start the series with
these next week.

Tues. 10th—Attendance reached twenty for the first time
at the Tuesday meeting. New dimensions of prayer and
praise opening up all the time, and a great spirit of re-
joicing in the Lord’s presence. Praying in the Spirit and
prophecy now in common use; and singing in tongues
happened for the second time tonight, in addition to the
singing of our growing repertoire of simple songs. Many
wish to bring this into the general worship of the church,
but can see that over-enthusiasm may cause members of
the congregation to retreat. If the others can’t see Jesus
in our lives without this, there must be something wrong!

Sun. 15th—Realised suddenly this morning how worship
in church is slowly changing. Audience participation in-
creased by about 200 per cent. So, incidentally, has the
offering. More and more Bibles being brought to parish
communion and some of them look quite well used.
Booskstall turnover increasing rapidly, Ben informs me.
Sermon longer than usual, but this did not deter many
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from staying behind and talking in small groups scatter-
ed around the church, praying and discussing things to-
gether. Most encouraging thing is the number of visitors
and ‘fringe members’ who come in, some invited, others
just curious. Work-mates, neighbours and relatives are
obviously noticing the power of the Spirit in our lives.
Many of these are also being brought along on a Tues-
day. Rumours to the effect that Claude Winter considers
this subversive. Have been at great pains to treat every-
one alike, but Claude is creating an impression that there
are first- and second-class Christians, counting himself
among the latter and inciting revolution.

Tues. 24th— Another joy-filled meeting.. Our love for each
other now being expressed physically, with a hug instead
of a handshake. Growing openness to each other and
desire to share our experiences, praising God for
answered prayer. Discovered that some of the women
are meeting mid-week for prayer and Bible study. When
1 think how I have been afraid to suggest thissortofthing
from the pulpit—and now they go beyond my hopes!

Fri. 27th—During many of my visits, especially to the
older members of the congregation, I hear not only
thoughts but actual phrases that I am sure originate
with Claude. How can I make it clear that I respect these
dear people and their form of worship so patiently ad-
hered to for fifty years ? Apparently my comments about
the necessity of more commitment to a lay ministry have
got back to Claude, who wants to make out that Icanno -
longer fulfil my pastoral obligations and should be
replaced.

Christopher pushed his diary away and closed his eyes.
Through all the joy he felt in seeing God at work among
His people, there was a rumble of threat from Claude. He
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had never come out into the open, and whenever Christo-
pher had considered having it out with him, the Lord had
given him a definite ‘No’.

Surely tonight the whole thing had to come to a head. In
reviewing his hopes for the church, Christopher would
have to nail his colours to the mast, and the period of open
discussion afterward, always the highlight of Clande’s year,
would give him unparalleled opportunity for open opposi-
tion. Shert of denyipg Claude his rights there was no solu-
tion. Yet Paul, Tom and Ann had prayed with Christopher
the previous night about this, and all had been filled with
peace and a deep love for Claude.

‘I'll concentrate on my talk, and if I honour the Lord in
that I know He’ll look after the rest,’ reasoned Christopher,
and settled down to do just that.

He had barely begun when the door opened and Molly
came into the room. Christopher looked up inquiringly.

‘Christopher, I want to talk to you. It won’t take very
long. I know you probably want to be quiet now, but it
can’t wait.’

She was obviously in some distress.

‘T love you Christopher. No, dor't interrupt, pleass.
This isn’t very easy for me. It’s funny, we've lived together
all these years, and now I find it difficult to talk to you.’
She tried to smile, but it was a thin, tight-lipped smile that
reflected the tension within her. ‘I know how hard you've
been working recently and the strain you’ve been under,
especially with all this Winter business. I want to say I'm
sorry, darling. I'm sorry for the way I've fhiled you.” She
bit her lip in an effort to hold back the tears. ‘All through
our marriage, I've supported you and encouraged you and
now when you have needed me most I've just been another
tension in your life.’ '

Christopher wanted to put his arms around her and re-
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assure her; he sensed that he must allow her to finish all
that she wanted to say.

‘Last night T was so jealous and so angry with myself
when you were praying with Paul and the Billings. I wanted
to be in here with you. I belonged by your side, not stuck
in the lounge like a deserter. It made me see things more
clearly, though I am no better than Claude myself.’

‘Really, Molly!’ broke in Christopher.

‘Please let me finish. I repeat I am no better than Claude
Winter. I may not have gone around saying the things he
has said, but I've thought them. At least I’ve thought many
of them—about you, my husband. I need you to forgive
me, Christopher.’

‘It’s not a question of needing my forgiveness,” he tried
to reassure her.

“Yes, it is. I peed your forgiveness and I need it now.
Things can never be right between us until I receive it.’

He had never known her so strong or determined.

_ ‘All right, my darling, I forgive you.' He went to embrace
her; the words didn’t seem enough. v

‘No, dear. Wait. I still haven’t finished.” She paused, un-
certain quite how to continue. She slumped into the chair,
staring down at her feet. Her voice now seemed remote.
‘T've been going through a private war of my own in these
last weeks, and I'm afraid the battle isn’t over yet. I - only
wish it was. I must have been awful to live with —cold and
contemptuous. It was only last night that I realised that
my coldness was not really directed at you, but at God.
You know, I have hated God, I have felt so bitter and
twisted towards Him—all because of the past, of course. I
don’t suppose I need to explain it all. Anyway, I feel jealous
and resentful towards all these people who have been
filled with the Spirit. They seem to receive 80 easily what I
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have been striving for all these years—a peace and security
with God as well as with my husband. Now 1 realise that I
can never find that peace while there is any trace of hatred
or bitterness in me.’

“There still is 7’

‘Yes, there still is. I can’t simply remove it. However,
now I know it’s there and I don’t want it to be there. That,
at least, is a start.”

‘It’s a great step forward, Molly.” Christopher felt a great
tenderness for her. ‘I too have felt excluded. I've known
something of the agony going on within you and I've
wanted tohelp. Youhaven’tallowed me anywherenear you.’

‘When you have corns you don’t invite people to come
and tread on them, even your husband.’ Christopher
laughed and it wasp’t long before Molly joined him. Sud-
denly, she stood up and flung her arms around him; ‘Oh,
forgive me, forgive me!’

‘T have, I have, my love.”

‘It’s so good to be held again, to feel your warmth. I've
been frozen for months.’

‘It’s all over now.’

She said nothing in response, but just clung to him, de-
lighting in the sensation of his fingers being run through
her hair. After a while, she gently disengaged herself.

‘It’s not all over, dear, and we both know it. The prob-
lem within me is still unresolved. At least we can face that
together now. I still don’t understand all that is happening
here. I've wanted to reject it, I've wanted to believe that
Claude was right. But I can’t reject it; it's all too real to
people and it's infuriating, but I can see the fruit you're
always on about.’ The smile was warm and full this time,
‘Anyway, Claude is as big and pompous an ass as he ever
was.’
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‘Molly!

‘Well, he is! And to think I wanted to agree with him!
I must have been mad.’

‘Not mad, just hurt. There are some things deep in you
that need healing, dear. That may take a little time. Even-
tually, you too will know the Lord’s love and joy and when
you do—boy, you’ll be great to live with.’

They laughed and hugged briefly. ‘Now’s not the time,’
said Molly. ‘I must leave you to be quiet. I’m sorry to have
taken your time. At least we can take on Claude together,’
she laughed. "

‘I trust the Lord will be involved too.’

‘I wouldn’t know about that—yet." Molly shut the door.
It bad been a long time since Christopher had heard her
singing around the house,

The first part of the meeting had followed its familiar
pattern. Claude had seated himself in the second row, to
one side. He wouldn’t be too conspicuous while seated,
yet in easy view of both Christopher and the rest of the
assembly when he rose to speak. The hall was full. There
was an air of expectancy as Christopher rose to give his
address.

‘Praise be to God our Father, to our Lord Jesus Christ
and to His blessed Holy Spirit for all the wonders of His
love that He has poured into our lives during the past year!
St. Peter prays “that in everything God may be glorified
through Jesus Christ. To Him belong glory and dominion
for ever and ever. Amen.”* Scveral people echoed the
‘Amen’, :

Christopher continued: ‘It is the bearing of much fruit
that will prove to the world that we are disciples of Jesus.
The Church has only talked about the love of God for too
long. People need to see God in the lives of Christians and
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they have every right to expect to be able to do so. Has
anyone ever aaid to you, “I would believe in your God if I
could see Him”? How do you answer such a question?
“God is a Spirit. Yon can’t see Him, but you have to
believe that He’s here.”

“This is totally unconvincing. Surely we should be able
to say, “If you want to see God, come with me.” In the
church at worship, he or she should be constious of the
power of God’s presence among His people, and be able
to see God’s love in the relationships that exist betweea
them, relationships such as can be found nowhere else in
the world. Sadly, that is far from the case at present.’
Christopher glanced at Claude Winter. The latter sat with
his head bowed. He was giving nothing away.

“There are 30 many ways in which we need to be offering
Jesus to the people around us. First to those who come
seeking the reality of God; then reaching out, getting our
hands dirty in the mess of other people’s lives, just as the
Lord delighted in being the servant of God among men,
yet offering not only love and compassion, but also the
healing power of Jesus, the transforming life of the Holy
Spirit to change these situations, to ease the desperation in
the hearts and lives of so many.

‘How can we be made ready for such things, unléss we
allow God Himself to equip us? That He is prepared to do.
He has already shown us this quite clearly. Many of us
still feel unable to give to others because we have received
so little ourselves from God. Our poverty is not the result
of His meanness, for He is longing to give us His riches. -

‘Fruit is going to be produced in our lives, fruit that will
last, fruit that will be produced through the activity of
God’s Holy Spirit within us. Then God will be glorified
and honoured. I don’t believe we have learned yet what it
is to live for Him. We need to allow God to 8l our lives
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and then guide us into the use of His love and power. Until
now in my ministry such words would have had no real
meaning. Now I can see that we can live them, because of
all the Holy Spirit is doing among us.’

Christopher stole another quick look in Claude’s direc-
tion. Ho sat motionless as before.

“That is what the year ahead holds for us: learning to

- love one another without judgment or criticism so that
others may be drawn into this community of love. I, for
one, am a little afraid of what that may mean. I have always
liked to think of myself as independent and self-possessed.
I need to Jove others, but I have not wanted them to get
very close to me. Yet it is the one who receives love who
gives love. To give or to receive will often involve denying
ourselves.

* “Whoever does not bear his own cross and come after
me, cannot be my disciple,” said Jesus. Being a disciple is
a costly business. The cross:is the way of self-denial and
complete obedience to the Father. If we are “in Christ”
then presumably we are prepared to let Him dictate the.
terms and forget any rights we may think we have to our
opinions and ideas.

‘Jesus knew well that many would be prepared to accept
Him as Saviour; few would want to acknowledge Him as
Lord. When He had difficult things to say, He had to
waich sadly while some of His disciples turned away from
Him.

‘Several of us have already asked our heavenly Father to
take hold of the whole of our lives and graft us into the
Vine of Jesus. He has done that, and everything that weare,
and poténtinlly ever could be, is placed in Him. As we live
our lives together in Him, we shall need to leave behind
many of our worldly ideas and ambitions.

‘Yet God obviously has a great deal to give to us—not
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only from above, but through one another. This will in-
volve a life of sacrifice and self-denial, but a life also of
great blessing. We are faced once again with that divine
principle of giving. The Lord desires that we give freely to
Him; He then freely and lovingly gives immeasurably
more back to us. There may be misunderstanding, rejec-
tion, even persecution now; yet we shall be held safe in
God’s life and love.

‘I, for one, have had to face the hard fact that it is often
those who are closest to us who find it most difficult to
understand our commitment to Christ. They sometimes
feel rejected, although as the love of God fills our hearts,
we feel an increasing love for them. It is that power of love
that will prevail. That same love that took Jesus to the
CTOSS.

‘At the time when I consent to the Father taking hold
of my life and placing me in the Vine, I am acknowledging
all that the Father has already done for me in Jesus. I am
appropriating the fruit of His life and of His sacrifice of
love. 1, in turn, take my place in the Vine, that my life may
be a living sacrifice through which God wi]l bear much
fruit to His glory.’

Christopher sat down. There was silence. No one stirred.
Nobody coughed. When he looked up, he realised that
nearly everyone was praying.

If anybody hLad come to the meeting expecting high
drama, they must have gone away very dissatisfied. After
Christopher’s speech any other discussion would have
secmod irrelevant and the meeting ended quietly when the
prayers were concluded.

What drama. there was was reserved for a few, Claude
Winter had remained speechless all evening. Only when
the gathering was dismissed and people began stacking the
chairs did it become obvious that Clasude Winter was un-
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conscious—and had been for some time. Soon before the
speech began, he had suffered a stroke.

Most people were well clear of the hall by the time the
ambulance arrived. Christopher, Molly and Paul followed
to the hospital. There was nothing they could do except
await news of his condition, and pray. In all three a deep
fear lurked. Was this the hand of God? Was this His
judgment for Claude’s opposition to the working of His
Holy Spirit? Was this His answer to their prayer that he
should be made speechless and so unable to interfere with
the meeting ?

They sat silently in the waiting-room with the same ques-
tions nagging away within them. If he died, who would
mourn him? He had never married and had few real
friends. If only he could have seen how much he would have
gained through St. Gabriel’s becoming truly a family of
Jovel

* “I will wound and I will heal,” * muttered Christopher.

‘Pardon 7" said Paul.

‘T was thinking of a word from the Old Testament: “T
will wound and I will heal.” *

‘Do you think this is the Lord’s doing ? asked Molly.

‘T honestly don’t know. And I don't think this is the
time to work that one out. Even if it is the Lord who has
wounded, there is still the promise, “I wili heal.”’

‘Lord,” Paul prayed, ‘we don’t know what to make of all
this. Last night you gave us a love for Claude. That’s why
we're here now. We love him and we care about bim. If
this is some kind of judgment upon him, we ask you to
bave mercy on him now; give him time to repent, and
touch him with your healing power.’

The duty doctor entered the room as Paul finished the
sentence.

‘You are friends of Mr. Winter

164



Yes,’ said Christopher, ‘T'm his rector.”

‘Do you know who bis next of kinis 7*

‘No. I’m afraid not. He isn’t married. I believe he has an
aged mother in a home somewhere. He didn’t speak of her
very much and as far as I know didn’t visit her often eithes.
Howishe?

‘He was in & critical condition when be arrived. It Is too
early to be definite yet, but he seems to have a fairly strong
constitution.’

*You can say that again,’ said Molly.

The doctor managed a smile. ‘I thought you were a
friend of his.” Molly felt about as high as a thimble and
thorough]y'ashamed of herself.

‘'m sorry,” she murmured. ‘Neither he nor I have been
very charming people recently.” She managed to look the
younlg man straight in the eve. ‘Please forgive me.”

It was his turn to retreat. ‘Itxsnoconoemofmmc. Please
excuse me.”

‘Is there anything more we can do here? Christopher
called after him.

‘Nothing, thank you,” he said crisply, “‘unless you would
like to finish your prayer mecting. Good night.” With that
he was gone.

‘What an objectionable young man,” commented Paal.

‘I seem to remember saying something earlier this even-
ing about not being selective in our loving,’ grinned
Christopkher.

‘T believe Claude is going to be all right.’ Both the men
stared at Molly.

‘What makes you say that ? asked Paul.

‘I don't know. I fecl at peace about it—isn't that the
right phrase, Christopher 7 The three of them laughed to-
gether. A good job that the young doctor wasn’t still
present! He would have doubted the reality of their love
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for Claude. It was strange how they could feel such concern
for him, and yet still have that joy within them.

‘Darling, you were terrific this evening. You know, I
heard what you said. Until then I hadn’t really heard; I’d
been receiving all that you were saying through a fog of
prejudice and bitterness. I didn’t really want to hear or to
face up to what was bappening around me. Tonight I
heard because I wanted to hear. I even want to hear more.’

‘Don’t give any credit to me, dear. Any inspiration there
might Have been came from the Holy Spirit.’

“Then tonight you were anncinted by the Holy Spirit.’

‘That's your opinion, is it?

‘No, it’s a fact. _

‘Well, fact or not, the words came tumbling out. It
seems to be like that whether I'm preaching or speaking at
a teaching meeting. Something happens and the words
come flowing out.’

‘You're a strange man.’

‘You're a strange woman—but it’s good to have you
back.’

‘My problem isn’t solved, you know. Inside, there is
still emptiness.’

‘But now you want God to fill that emptiness ?

‘I think so.’

‘He will,

‘I wish I could believe that more firmly,’

‘There is plenty of time . . .’

For the first time for many weeks they did not turn their
backs on one another as they drifted into sleen.
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SUNDAY AFTERNOON AT the Billings’ looked far from its
usual dozy, over-fed self that week. In family communion
Christopher had preached on‘love, and Tom had been
glad to be reminded of some basic issues. He noticed Ann
was very quiet on the subject as she-prepared dinner, and
was quite taken aback by the vehemence of her opinion
when it finally came half-way through the second course.

‘But Tom, we can’t go on and on preaching “new rela-
tionships of love” for ever. The psychological problems of
Vine living are absolutely minnte compared to the real
suffering that Christ may ask us to face.’

‘What sort of thing are you thinking of, love? Tom'’s
voice was encouraging: he sensed that Ann’s mind was full
of thoughts that demanded expression. '

‘Well, look at the way Christ suffered, simply because
He refused to put Himself first, and upheld the truth. And
Paul followed closely along the same path. Have you read
2 Corinthians:11 ? Go and have a look.’

Tom, who was still finishing a baked apple, asked Angela
to fetch his Bible from the hall. When she came back he
was concentrating on scraping the skin, while still listening
to Ann. Angela hovered for a moment. ‘Can we leave the
table, Daddy 7 At his word Tony slipped down from his
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chair and vanished with Angela. Tom opened the Bible and
found the passage in question while Ann packed up dishes
around him. By the time he joined her in the kitchen his
mind was reeling with beatings, imprisonments, ship-
wrecks, stonings, hunger and cold, not to mention great
pressures of work and the necessity of involvement w1t.h
hundreds of people scattered over vast areas.

‘I see what you mean,” he admitted, feeling humbled.
Ann was beginning to make a cake, and since he wanted to
continue the conversation he ran the water for the washing
up and tackled the job thoughtfully.

‘It's no good evangeliging people into a lop-sided view of
what God is offering,” expounded Ann. ‘All right! He gives
us eternal life and love, joy and peace. Our sins are for-
given, we gain freedom from doubts and fears. We are
learning about all that. But we are also called to a life of
self-denial, sacrifice and suffering for the sake of the
Gospel. Jesus lost many followers when He preached that
truth.” She was pounding butter and sugar together vigor-
ously, and Tom couldn’t help wondering whether she had
chosen the task on purpose to let out her emotions. There
was a pause while she looked for eggs, and Tom swished a
brush rather lamely over a plate. Over the cracking of egg-
shells she began again.

‘Jesus knew that He needed to suffer and die for the
cause of the kingdom, to bring others to life. How can a
true Christian avoid the fact that the same may be re-
~ quired of him? “Not everyone who says to me ‘Lord,
Lord’ shall enter the kingdom of heaven, but he who does
the will of my Father who is in heaven.” *

‘You’d better stick to cooking,’ suggested Tom. ‘Your
cake is more digestible than your thinking!’

Ann laughed. ‘Oh, I baven’t finished yet. Is the weighing-
pan clean yet? I'll give you one word of comfort, though;
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in His love for the Vine the Father won’t require more
fruit from a branch thaa it can stand.‘

“Thaok you for that, anyway.’

‘Well, that’s obvious, Tom. He doesn’t wa.nt the branch
-to snap under the weight. So whatever the Father asks of
us is only going to be fulfilled if we abide in the love of
Jesus—not our own, of course, because in a crisis that will
let us down, and His can never fail. Think about Paul.
Whatever the situation, God is saying *“Go on living in my
love.”’

Tom mechanically took the dirty wmghmg-pan to wash
again. “You mean we can only survive if we aro obedient
tothat? - .

‘It’s not just a question of survival, but we miss the best
if we aren’t ready to trust. We have the joy of knowing God
to be reliable when everything is going well —think what it
will mean when we come to the end of our resources and
still find Him faithful.’

*‘And of course in the final run we are inadequate to lLive
the life God wants us to.” Tom paused. ‘I wonder what He
wants for us now.’

Ann handed the mixing-bowl to Tom. I'm sure we
haven’t missed any boats yet, but I have been faced with
the need to accept a challenge, in fact, the challenge, when
it comes along. It will come, because there is always another
challenge ahead.’

“You’ve obviously spent some time on all this,’ said Tom,
picking up a tea-towel.

‘It started after that Sunday when I went to see Molly.
Obviously the thought of becoming a Christian was not 80
attractive to some people, 8o I started thinking about it. I
study the Bible when you and the children have left the
house in the morning, and I've been delvmg into the cost
of becoming a disciple.’
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“What else have you discovered ¥

‘Plenty! Don’t bother about drying that lot—let’s sit
down with some coffee.’

‘Well 7 asked Tom a few minutes later, &s he settled into
#n armchair,

‘I suppose it’s the attitude of Pan! and others to suffering
that really challenged me, If Paul could rejoioe in prison,
who are we to moan that we would rather stay {n by he
fire than go to a Bible study in the rain? Some blame God
as soon as anything goes wrong, some blame the devil. Do
you ever hear anyone rejoice? Read 1 Peter, chapter 4.'
Tom reached for his Bible.

* “Beloved, do not be surprised at the fiery ordeal which
comes upon you to peove you, as though somsthing
strange were happening to you. But rejolce In 80 far as you
share Christ’s sufferings, that you may also rejoioe and bo
glad when His glory is revealed.” *

‘You see? Ann challenged. ‘Petsr sugpests that we can
glorify God in suffering for the Gospel, just as Jesus was
glorified by the Father when He faced crudfixion. Now
try the opening verses of James.’

Tom readily identified the relevant verses. * “Count it

all joy, my brethren, when you meet various trials, for you . -

know that the testing of your faith produces steadfastness.” *

‘Tom, we live in such conflict; flesh opposed to the
spirit, our desires over against the will of God, whether we
listen to the opinions of men or the Word of God. That
conflict is bound to be there because the world wiil hate us
for what we believe, just as it hated Jesus. It hates us be-
cause we have left it behind, turned our backs on its false
ways, its false words and ideas, its false values’

-‘But we only encounter hatred if we have rejected all
that.’

‘How could we not reject it, Tom? And having done

170



that, the only way to withstand successfully is to abide in
Jesus, How else could Paul, Peter and James rejoice in
their suffering? How else can those who suffer imprison-
ment and torture for their faith be filled with joy in their
adversity 7

“You're preaching, dear!’

‘T’'m sorry, Tom.’

‘It’s a frightening prospect, having to suffer for the Lord
in the way that some do. That would be a real test of our
faith.’

‘That’s certainly true. Yet look at the way our faith is
put to the test in the life of comfort and ease that we have,
Not in the same way, of course. In difficulty you know you
have to stand by what you believe. It scems that we
Christians allow so much of our Lord’s teaching to be
eroded away by our desire for an easy faith that will give
us an eagsy life.’

“There is ample suffering for us to face around us if we
are prepared to, you mean ?" asked Tom.

“Yes, 50 long as we don’t mind denying ourselves to be
of service to others in the world.’

‘The Christian Church has a long history of such service.”

‘Thank God that it has! The point is, Tom, that you and
1 have to work out the implications of all this in our life
together. That surely is going to be part of the fruitfulness.
As far as I can see, to suffer for Christ means to proclaim
him fearlessly by what we are, the way we live, the things
we do, wherever the Lord chooses to place us. At present
that is right here! Do we really desire to live our whole
lives in Christ and for Him? Do we mean it when we say
that we want Him to wark through us in any way that He
desires to further the establishment of His Kingdom on
earth?

There was a pause while Ann went out to check up on
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the sponge. When she came back, Tom voiced his reserva-
tion.

‘But, Ann darling, we haven’t come up against any
opposition yet.’ '

‘I know, Tom, I know. That’s the whole point. Where is
the love of Jesus in us if we don’t experience any opposi-
tion? He could see tears comning to her eyes. ‘I'll tell you
where it is, Tom. It's there, locked up inside us. All we re~
joice in so far is that God has given us so much love. It’s
time we let that love out and began to share it with those
who need it. There’s only one problem.’

‘What’s that ?’

‘I don’t know how. God has given me all this love and I
don’t know how to share it.’

She rushed past him and up the stairs,

Claude Winter was left speechless after his stroke, his
mouth pulled into an ugly shape. His right side was also
paralysed and he was unable to write, making communica-
tiop extremely difficuit. For once he had to listen to others.

It was not so much the things that were said that breught
about a considerable change in both Claude’s health and
his happiness. The members of the Tuesday evening prayer
meeting decided to pray for Claude daily, and as he had no
relatives in the district, to visit him as well. Every afterncon
and evening, two members of the group would be at his
bedside.

This proved extremely demanding for most of them.
Few enjoyed hospital visiting at the best of times and as
Ciaude could not speak, they had to keep up a flow of con-
versation for half an hour or else sit in embarrassed sileace.

At first, Claude did not care much for their talk. It was
the fact of their coming that he could not understand:
every afternoon two housewives, every evening two of the
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men. Many who came were those who had been the sub-
ject of his harshest criticisms. Yet not one made any refer-
ence to this; no one reproached him. They told him about
their families, the new police station being built, and read
pieces from the newspapers.

Never had such love or concern been shown to him, and
as the days passed he began to know his visitors, through
having heard so much of their conversation. He became
aware that he had never truly listened to anyone before;
he had been far too interested in himself and his own
opinions. Now he began to look forward to visiting times.

Claude had never quite seen the relevance of prayer; he
could not believe that God would intervene in the circum-
stances of his life. The Lord had equipped him with an
intellect and other gifts that it was his job to use to the best
of his ability. These visitors obviously believed that God
not only could, but also would, change things. They even
dared to suggest that He would remove the paralysis from
Claude’s body and restore his speech.

Christopher was also a regular visitor, choosing times
when he could be alone with Claude. Before leaving, he
would spend several minutes in prayer, holding his para-
lysed hand. Claude could discern no physical improve-
ment, although peace descended upon him during these
times of prayer, a blessed relief from the turmoil of think-
ing. He was being made to face many truths about himself
and was rapidly coming to the conclusion that he did not
like himself very much.

After some days, the visitors suggested spending some of
the time reading the Scriptures with him. He was incapable
of expressing his true reactions to this offer when it was
first made; yet these became precious moments during the
visitors’ time with him. He had never heard the words be-
fore—not in his heart, that was—despite the fact that he
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had heard hundreds of Bible readings within the context of
public worship at St. Gabriel’s. Somehow the words were
now alive with meaning. At first he thought that this was
due to the understanding way in which thoy were read by
his visitors. But long after they had gooe, the words still
filled his thoughts. He was grateful that one day ono of the
visitors left & copy of the New Testament in a modern
translation on his bedside locker, Soon, he became lost to
the activity of the hospital ward, spending much of his
waking moments in reading. The book was obviously be-
ing well used, a fact that did not go unnoticed by Christo-
pher or the others.

Claude had been in hobpital for twenty days and was
feeling much stronger, although still physically incapaci-
tated, when Christopher decided that the time was right
to speak to him about the healing power of Jesus. Clauds
heard him out with obvious inferest, although only sadness
could be seen in his cyes. If only he could talk! It scemed
clear to Christopher that he would need to make an act
of repentance before coming to the Lord and asking Him
for healing. It was difficult to see how that couid be done,
with an inability to communicate. '

Christopher prayed that night, feeling that he had failed
in his approach to Claude earkier that afternoon. ‘Lord,
-show us the way to bring your love to Claude’s life and
body.” On the following morning, Ann telephoned to say
that she too had been praying, and believed that the Lord
was showing her that the usefulness of Claude’s silemce
was now spent. Christopher asked her to go with him that

He explamed io the surprised Claude that they believed
it right to pray with him and ask God to heal him, Clande
seemed almost frightened at the prospect. He pointed to
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the Testament, which Ann handed to him. With his left
hand he turned to the opening chapter of the letter of
James. He pointed to verse 26. Christopher read the verse
aloud: ‘If any one thinks he is religious, and does not
bridle his tongue but deceives his heart, this man’'s re-
ligion is vain.’

Ann took hold of his hand. ‘God will forgive you,’ she
said.

He pointed to Christopher. ‘Yes, that’s right,” Christo-
pher confirmed. Claude waved his hand. Obviously, they
had not fully understood. Again, he pointed to Christopher.

‘He wants you to forgive him,’ said Ann.

Christopher felt a great compassion for the man as he
lay there helpless. ‘I forgive you, Claude, and I ask you to
forgive me for any harsh thoughts that I may have had
about you.’

‘Thank you. Oh, thank you,’ said Claude.

It was a moment or two before either Ann or Christopher
reacted. ‘Glory to God, you spoke!’ said Christopher ex-
citedly. ‘Claude!’ exclaimed Ann as she instinctively bent
over the bed to hug him as best she could.

‘Can you say anything else ? asked Christopher.

Claude could only manage an indistinguishable mutter.
‘We’ll pray,’ Christopher said to Ann.

Again she reached for his hand, while Christopher
placed his hands on Claude’s head. ‘Heavenly Father, you
are the Lord who heals, and we thank you for this first
indication that you want to heal our dear brother, Claude.
We ask you now to restore his speech and to lead him to
that wholeness of body, mind and spirit that he needs. In
the name of your Son, Jesus, we ask this.’

He kept his hands on Claude’s head while he continued
to pray silently in both tongues and English,
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‘God, I thank you for my friends’ Both Ann and
Christopher opened their eyes at the sound of Claude’s
voice. ‘Oh,’ gasped Ann.

‘What’s the matter 7 asked Christopher.

‘Look at his mouth.’

Claude’s face was restored to normal. The mouth was
no longer on an ugly slant. Ann made him look at himself
in the mirror. .

‘T won’t get such a shock when I'shave now,’ he said with
a grin. He moved his jaw and other facial muscles, re-
joicing in their new-found freedom. ‘My face has been a
reflection of how I have been inside: ugly and twisted. How
can] thank you enough ?’

‘Don’t thank us: praise God for His love and mercy,’
answered Christopher,

‘I shall do that all right.’

‘Is there any sign of movement in your right side ?* asked
Ann,

‘I'm afraid not. It is such a relief to be able to talk again -
that I really don't mind,’ he replied with a chuckle. ‘I need
to do some talking to you, Christopher. There are a number
of things that need to be put right in my life. I think it best
if God leaves me in this bed until they have all been re-
solved. By the way, two days ago the doctor said it was un-
likely that I would ever recover my speech properly. He's
in for a surprise!’

‘T'll leave you two alone if you prefer,” Ann made ready
to go.

‘No, no, my dear. There is plenty of time to sort me out.’
There seemed to be a new softness about Claude, very
different from the brash, hard exterior that he used to pro-
ject. ‘To be honest, I want to take this slowly,” he con-
tinued. ‘You see, I feel as though I am at last climbing out
of an enormously dzep pit. It has been very dark, and the
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air has been foul. I'm not out yet, but I can see the top and
I can feel the draught of fresh air pouring down upon me.
I need to pause for breath, before making the final éffort
to reach the edge of the pit.)

“You won't arrive there through effort,’ md(ﬂzmtophcr
gently.

“You're probably right. I still need to rest, thongh. It
mpst be all this talking.’

. It was obviously right for Ans and Christopher to leave.
As they made their way out of the ward, Christopher could
not resist the temptation te stop one of the purses. ‘I think
Mr. Winter may have something to sey to you.”

As if on cue, Claude’s voice rang through thé ward.
‘Nurse!'

16

THE NEws THAT Claude Winter had ‘changed sides’ spread
rapidly through the congregation. Those who had been
moved by his divisive tactics found themselves without a.
leader. Raturning from hospital, he bocame & witness for
the new life. He lost no opportunity to point out.to those
who had been swayed by his previous opiniong that their
attitudes were due to ignorance and fear.

Those who had suffered from Claude’s invective wers at
ﬁrstsuspmous,warytbatthumlghtbewmenewtacucto
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cause digruption. However, the change that had takea
.place in his personality wes evidence enough that their
fears were groundless. It wasn’t long before most were
forced into a grudging respect for his honesty and openness,

Of greater significance to Christopher, thoungh, was the
effect on Molly. She had counted on Claude being more
resilient than herself. Her opposition had given way to a
genuine search for God, yet there persisted deep within her
the thought that she could never prove acceptable to Him.
Now she wad confronted with the undeniable fact that
someone utterly opposed to what was now clearly the
Lord’s working at St. Gabriel’s had been accepted and
obviously filled by God with this love that was all around
ber, If Claude could be received by the Lord, might He not
also accept her? The problem was that she still could not
accept herself.

Her head told her that what Christopher, Tom, Ann and
the others said was true; her heart still insisted otherwisa,
“The heart is deceitful above all things, and desperately
corrupt: who can understand it? she read in Jeremiah.
Was her own heart deceiving her, and preventing her from
sharing the reality of the Lord’s joy and peace that she now
saw in others ?

She longed for the conflict to end, but found the problem
painful to talk about, even to Christopher.

Christopher, greatly relieved by her change of attitude,
was concerned to take things very gently, fearful that too
much pressure would cause a reversion to her former state,

"The break-through for Molly came in the most unlikely
way. Christopher was preaching & course of sermons on
John 15, and had come to verse-10 in the series. ‘If you
keep my commandments, you will abide in my love, just as
1 have kept my Father's commandments and abide in His
love.”

178



The phrase stuck' in Molly’s mind: ‘If you keep my
commandments you will abide in my love.” This seemed to
be the kind of promise that she could understand and
accept. What were the commandments that she was to
keep? To love God with all her heart, mind, soul and
strength 7 She did not feel any love at all for God. To love
her neighbour as herself? She felt no love for herself, Both
commands seemed equally impossible. To add to the bur-
den she heard her husband now proclaiming a third. “This
is my commandment, that you love one another as I have
loved you.”

‘Tmpossible, impossiblel’ Molly wanted to shout. ‘It’s
all impossible. Why, I'm not even sure if He loves me. How
can I possibly love others with His love when I don’t even
krow Hig love 7

Just then Christopher asked that very question from the
pulpit. *We need to be filled with God’s love to enable us
to be the penple He intends us to be. We need to love one
another with the love that He gives us.” The words droned on.

‘How? How? How.? I can’t,’ said Molly to herself. She
felt a greater failure than ever before. All around her
people’s lives were being filled with love and here she was,
the minister’s wife, incapable of love. ‘I've only ever
loved myself. I’ve loved Christopher for the security he
cotild give me and for the assurance I feel when I am with
him. Is that really love ? Her confusion continued.

‘If you keep my commandments.,.” Again the words
from the pulpit, “. . . you will abide in my love.’

‘Oh God, help me. I want to love. I want to give love,
not only receive it from others. I want to really love
- Christopher. I want to love all these people around me. I -
want to love You, Lord. I want to. I want to. Oh, forgive
me, forgive me for not loving. I want to love. I want to

love.’
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The prayer was a silent one for all its intensity, and sud-
denly there was peace for Molly. Noconfusion, no turmoil,
Only peace. She sat motionless, oblivious of all that was
happening arqund ber. ‘You will abide in my love.” They
~ were the only words that remained. Now they were being
spoken to her. A still, small voice, quite unmistakable
‘You will abide in my love.’ '

She wanted to stand up and shout, ‘I can love. I can
love.” That God had spoken to her was beyond doubt, and
she longed for the sermon to finish so that she could sing,
express how she felt. Was this the ‘bubble of joy’ that the
others had spoken about? She would burst unless she was
allowed to speak soon. .

“To God be the glory, great things He has dose.’ What
a hymn for the occasion! For the first time, Molly had
communion with her Lord. Although she had received the
sacrament countless times before, this was the first occasion
that she had known that unity with Jesus for which she
had longed. .

Tom and Ann only had to look at Molly to know that
their prayers had beenanswered. They embraced unasham-
edly at the end of the service.

“You were right, Ann, it was self-pity. For years I have
felt unable to give love and I have blaroed al] that happened
to me in childhood for that. I felt sorry for myself and only
wanted to be loved. That is why I have treasured Christo-
pher so highty. This morning I realised that I couldnt re-
ceive love from God or you, or anybody else, because I was
not prepared to give it.”

‘You felt you couldn't,” intesrupted Tom.

‘I know, I know,” continued Molly. ‘But don’t you sec?
Once I arrived at the point of wanting to love God and
Christopher and you and all the others, God.could give me
His love. At least, I was able to receive His love.’
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“Instead of waiting to be loved! all this time, you needed
to give love,’ said Ann.

‘Precisely,’” agreed MoIly b | knawlcouldnt,solhadto
aakGodtosuppl_{thnloveformetongctolﬂmandto
others. And I really believe He has.’

Christopher joined them during the cogversation. He
was overjoyed. Ha hugged bis wife, quicly praising God
for His gooduess and patience.

‘Darling, there must bs 80 many other pesople around
whommkingthemmemistaks they sit around waiting
%0 be loved, insted of reaching out in lovs to others.”

‘Pcrhapathoyalsofaclincapabloofgwing.asyoudid,
my love.’

‘Then they should ask God to give therm Tove.’

They all laughed at the intense exprossion on Molly’s
face, i

‘What are you all Inughing at ?

‘It’s s0 easy now, Molly. It didn't scem that way earlier
this morning.’

Astheywattodhomn.&dﬁophetaabd,'&dmyar—
man helpyoun, dear 7

‘Hclp!'mpeawduok.itmwdmulldmostﬁuvw
the hymn book at yoa !’ '

" The following Sunddy brought an sven greater surprise.

‘A member of the church family has something on his
heart that he feels he must share with you all,’ said
Christopher snd then returned to his seat as Clands.
Winter limped to the front of the congregation. He stood
sdlently for a few moments: for once it scemed an effort for
him to speak. No one moved.

‘Last week, Christophar talked to us about loving and
- forgiving one another. I have already asked him to forgive
me for the damage I caused in the church and for the way
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I personafly maligned bhim. He has very graciousty for-
given me. However, I feel that I need to ask all of you to
forgive me for what I tried to do here. If T had succeeded I
would have wrecked a very precious moving of God's
Spirit amongst us, and would have deprived you of many
blessings. Thankfully, God did not allow me to succeed.
Instead I was placed in such a position that I could only
gratefully receive all the love that you gave me. I am still
profoundly grateful for thst. ¥ want you all to forgive me
for the way in ‘which I have sinned agninst this church. I
have the Lord’aforgwenm.aadChristophﬁr's Now I need
our:,andlpuythatGodwiﬂgmmtheoppa‘umltyto
love everyone whom I have hurt,’

Claude returned quistly to his place. There was silence;
no further sermon was necessary, It was Christopher’s tum
to be surprised when Paul Rivers stood up and called the
congregation to prayer. A

‘Heavenly Father, we have much pleasure in. forgiving
cmrbrotherChudoinyourname And we pray that this
exmnphofop&mmthathnhasgivmmtod&ywﬂllead
to a greater love between us all.’

: 'l'hebmldingwhmdwiththc;\m

Nows was obviously circulating in the district about
some of the events of recent months, particularly that
people were being healed and belped in their problems.
Christopher bad reached the point in his ministry of de-
spairing over the fact that peopls no longer seemed willing
to turn to the church with their problems. Now the situ-
ation was rapidly changing: first a trickle, then & staady
flow of people needing help. Many who chme were suffar-
ing from deep emotional problems, needing to reocive a
great deal of love and to know that they were accepted, not
. treated as inadequate members of society.

‘ 182



This was 5t. Gabriel’s greatest challenge. To love the
lovely was not particularly difficult. To give of yourself to
those who were likely to mistreat your love or even throw
it back in your face was another thing altogether. Like
most congregations, St. Gabriel’s had consisted of people
who were keen not to become involved with other people’s
needs. To be faced with so many simply asking to be loved
caused real consternation, evén among those newly filled
with the Spirit of God. Every one of these ‘problems’
secemed to demand so much love that the burden of re- .
sponsibility would need to be ghared throughout the body
of St. Gabriel’s. The problem was staring them straight in
the face, not in some abstract sense, but in the flesh and
blood of men and women crying out for help and support.

The Lord would need to give the members of St.
Gabriel’s a continual outpouring of His love. They would

need to be healed of their fears and inhibitions in sharing
' that love with one another, and they would have to be
drawn into & ministering body of people, instead of being
separate individual Christians trying to do good.

It seemed a daunting prospect; people like Tracy forced
them to face it,

Tracy was fourteen, with the physical appearance of
someone several years older. One Sunday she came to, the
morning service and sat in the front pew, as if wanting to
be noticed. Her clothes were dirty, her appearance scruffy.
Several took a quick look at her and rapidly averted their
eyes. There might have been a time when critical com-
ments would have been passed. ‘Fancy someone coming to
church dressed like that!’ Now there was no criticism, only
embarrassment.

She appeared to take no part in the service; she simply
sat there, glad to be out of the rain and wind for a while.
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‘How can anyone be .30 lost at such a young age?
Christopher asked God. He received only silence for an
answer. If there was a reply, it was the girl herself—the
need to be loved and accepted and helped.

But before he had the chance to talk to her she had
slipped away. Christopher was bitterly disappointed that
nobody else had tried to befriend her; everyone had left
the task to somebody olse. Perhaps each hoped that the
embarrassing spectacle would not return. However, next
Sunday, there she was again, sitting in the front pew. Bo-
fore the service began, Christopher made a point of talking
to her and saying that he would like to speak to her after-
wards. She only hung her head and made noreply. .

When he went to the pulpit to preach, he was overjoyed
that she was no longer sitting alone. Mally, of all people,
was next to her. The girl did not seem to acknowledge her
presence, sitting in the same listless manner as before.
However, her escape route was now made more difficnlt.
When Molly talked to her after the final hymn, the only
answer she rectived was a brusque ‘Shut up!’ followed by a
few murmured words that were fortunately incoberent.
Instead of putting her off, Tracy’s manner awoke a deep
response in Molly. Perhaps she could understand the lone-
liness of this girl, her desire for love and the intense fear
thatsommmightmnyoﬂ'aha‘thatlovc.wmta
trap to becanghtin!

It was several miputes before she managed to ohmt the
girl’s pame from hef. Sho said that she only wanted to be
Ieft alone, and Christopher was hardly more successful
than Molly in gathering any further jnformation from her.
She was stubborn in her refusal to move, until the church
clock struck one. A look of sudden horror came over her
faoe and she rushed out before cithar of them oould ask
the cause for her great concern. '
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During the following week, Christopher made discreet
enquirles about the girl and found that her situation was
typical of many of her age living on the housing estate.
This was the first time that anyone from there bad sought
help from the choreh, if that indeed was Tracy’s inteation.
Why was it that peopls no longer turned to the chayech to
recaive the love of God ? Christopher knew the answer only
too well. He was thankful that Tracy had coms, for per-
haps this was a sign that something of God's love was at
last being manifested through St. Gabeiel’s,

Apparently she was an unwanted child, ber fathor more
often drunk thau sober, hier mother with men other than
her husband. Fo her parents she could be of a0 yatue until
she could leave achool and earn hard cash. At peesent she
wasa parasite damandingfood thatwoukd only be given eeif
she fulfilled the duties of a drudae. Minch of the housewark
was oonsidered ber responsibility and a good hiding awaited
haﬁhuhws&:odw-nmwmmdawmhe
wented it. Any social worker conld paint to ouinesous
similar cases that even tho contern of the weifare state
could not prevent.

mwmmwmm:mmlm
to Christopher. How could be tatk to Tracy ahout 8 God
of love, when she had never known geauine affection * How
could be tell her that God wanted to be her Fathar, when
such a suggestion could only encournge fear and dread?
Pechaps Traty would not retum ; he and Molly had seemed
very ineflective in thair dealings with har on the previows
Sunday. He knew better than to bargs into the homw situ-
ation, where his ins¢rference would be bitserly resented by
’Tmoyuwenubyharpmnu,andwwldonlymhcr
further suffering at the hands of ber father.

The authorities bad been concerned for somme time, but
1o case of cruelty coutd be proved snd there ware dozens’
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of Tracys who had been brought to their attention.

"However, she did return on the following Sunday and
took up her accustomed place—even though Molly had
already positioned herself in the front row. That, at least,
was a sign of hope. This time she did not attempt to leave,
but sat there and talked and taiked. She did not look at
‘Molly, but stared straight ahead at the cross which stood
behind. the altar, speaking her thoughts aloud, pleased
that somebody was there to listen and take notice.

‘I must go now,’ she suddenly said and again depa.rted
swiftly,

Week by week, she became more relaxed in her conver-
sation, and even answerod some of Molly’s questions.
Christopher grow accustomed to a much later Sunday
hunch, which he did not like; it seemed that many small
frritations' aocompanied the sharing of your life with
others in love.

Ons -day, Molly answered the doorbell and was sur-
prised to see Tracy standing on the step. At first she did
not recognise ber in her school wniform. - ‘

‘Coms in, Tracy.” The girl hesitated, then entered and
stood awkwardly in the halilway ‘I hdve some cooking to
do. Coms into the kitchen and we can talk there.” Molly
i5d the way.

‘What's the matter T

*Thought I'd come and see yer,’ Tracy replied.

‘I'm very pleased you have. Let me put the kettle on and
we.can have a cup of tea,” Tracy sat on a stool and put her
school case on the floor. '

. ‘8he’s gone.’ Tracy’s voice sounded flat,

‘Who'sgone?

‘Me mum; with one of her fancy men. Dirty old - he is
too. Even offered me & quid if I'd please *im.’

Molly almost dropped the teapot in horror at the idea.
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Tracy saw her concern. ‘Don’t be darft. I wouldn’t let the
likes of im anywhere near me.’

‘What are'you going to do now? You can't be there
alone with your father. At least your mother stopped him
from beating you too much.’

*Yer, I know. I reckon he might want a bit o’ fun *an all
if me mum ain’t around to satisfy "im.’

‘Molly turned white at the prospect. “Tracy, you are to
stay here with us. You can sleep in the spare room tonight.’

‘An’ what ’appens when ’e finds out where I am? ‘E’d
be round “ere like a light.’

‘Well, we’ll find someone else from St. Gabriel’s to put
you up, and we won't tell him where you are.’

¢ *E’d only get me on the way to school.’

“Then we’ll contact the local social worker.’

‘What! And 'ave me put in one of them 'omes. No thank
yer.” She stood up, grabbed her case and made for the
door. Molly intercepted her.

‘Wait a minute, Tracy. We won’t take any action until
Christopher comes home. We need to do the wisest thing;
you can understand that.’

‘I ain’t goin’ in no *ome. I don't care what the ol’ man
does. 1 ain’t goin’ in no 'ome.’

‘I’ve said you can stay here.’

*Ow long for, ¢h 7 A week or two ? What *appens then?
Where does I go then, eh ? Tell me that!’

Molly fought to hold back the tears. She placed the mug
of hot tea on the table beside Tracy. With one sweeping
gesture the girl sent the scalding liquid crashing to the .
floor. ‘Well, b—— answer me, then.” At last, she broke
down and began to sob heavily. Ignoring the mess on the
floor, Molly went over to her and held the girl in her arms.
Tracy clang to her as if she was the last hope of survival,

‘I'm sorry, I'm sorry.’
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‘Don’t worry,” answered Molly, just ag Christopher en-
tered the kitchen. He took & quick glance at the floor and
then searched his wife's eyes for ar explanation.

“Tracy’s mother has left home.”

Christopher stood speechless. All his wife’s honourable
ambitions for him had now cothe to this: the house-proud
woman leaving her floor steaming with hot tea while she
held this unwanted, unhappy child to her breast with
obvious iove and compassion,

‘She’ll stay here tonight,” she announced with apthonty.

‘What about her father?” Christopher-asked. Molly felt
like replying with some cholce words about him. Instead
she simply said, ‘There is no alternative. Besides, I want
Tracy to stay.’

At that the girl drew away and for once looked atraight
at Molly. “You don’t mean that.’

I do, Tracy. I want you to stay here. I shall be very up-
setif youdon’t.”

‘But "ow long for 7

‘Until all this has blown over,’ put in Christopher.

‘And then what ? Back to ’ell.’

‘We would have no right to keep you here against your
parents’ wishes.’

“They don’t care about me. I don’t wanner taste what
you've got "ere if I *ave ter go back to that lot.”

‘And she’s pot going into a home.” Molly quickly
countered the thought that was probably in Christopher’s
mind.

“Foo' b—— right, 'm not,” insisted Tracy. ‘T'll put up
wiv me father tather than that.’

Christopher felt that he should not rush into any hasty
promises that he might regret later. ‘Look, Tracy dear.
None of us knows what is going to happen. You can stay
here for as long as you need to.’
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A sudden thonght seemed to cross the girP’s mind. ‘I
dido’t come ‘ere for this, yer know. Really, I didn’t. It’s
just that there was nowhere else to go, and I needed some
‘elp. But I'il wash ver dishes and I} scrub yer floor, Mrs,,
honest I'il'setub it all clean.’

“Tracy, you will not come here to work for us, but to be
one of the family,’ said Molly.

That evening they awaited the bang on the door from
Tracy’s father. Instead, nqthing. ‘“Probably gone down the
boozer and got sloshed,’ conjectured Tracy.

The explanation for his non-appearance wes on the
front page of the moming paper, together with a small
photograph of a rough-looking, unshaven man of about
forty. The family resemblance, though, could be detected.
The brief report said that Tracy's father had been charged
with causing grievous bodily harm to his wife and her
lover in the latter’s flat on the other side of town. Both
wcminhospitalmﬂ‘umgﬁ'ommnluplewound:sinﬂicted
by the accused with a poker,

Qbviously, Tracy would have to be told. She read the
xeport with an expressionless face. “Well, that’s "im out of
thewnyforugoodblt’ncnshebegantoa'y ‘What will
they say now ¥ .

‘Who ? asked Molly.

‘All the kids at scheol. What will they say when they
know that 'm living 'ere an’ all 7

‘Yau needn’t go to school today,” said Chmtophcr.

‘Oh, yes I am,’ protested Tracy. ‘T -wouldn’t give that
stuck-up bunch the pleasure of thinkin’ I conldn’t face ’em.
Not on yer life. I've got me pride too, yer know.’

As soon as Tracy had left the house, Christopher tele-
phoned the school and agreed to sce the headmaster that
morning. It was arranged through the welfare department
that Tracy would remain in their charge, at least until her
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mother could decide on what should happen to her.

. She adapted to life in the rectory surprisingly well, al-
- though she soon displayed a streak of stubbornness that
was the result, no doubt, of having to fend for herself in her
own home. She flatly refused to visit her mother in hos-
pital, despite all Christopher could do to persuade her.
‘No, no, no,” she would say. ‘Never! The old cow went off
and left me. Now she can rot in her stinking "ospital bed.’

Molly's sermons on forgiving one another went un-
heeded. A letter from her mother arrived some four weeks
after Tracy's arrival at the rectory. This would have been
torn up if Christopher hadn’t rescued it in time. The treacly
endearments it contained belied the true situation. ‘The
old bitch only wants me back to cook and look after ’er,’
which was probably true and the Deans knew it. .

Christopher decided that he would go himself to the hos-
pital, a course he soon regretted. After thanking him for
looking after her charming daughter, Tracy’s mother be- -
gan to make a number of outrageous suggestions as to
Christopber’s true motives. He hastily withdrew, realising
what a tight grip Satan had on some people; they seemed
to be corrupt through and through. The thought that
Tracy had spent her life in the midst of such oorruption
‘made him shudder. At least she could now know the heal-
ing of an environment of Christian love.

But he was too eager to see progress in Tracy’s life. It
was bad enough having to put up with her language; it was
even worse that she showed no interest whatsoever in the
Lord. She maintained that Christopher only believed be-
. cause he was paid to do so, and although she continued her
weekly visit to St. Gabriel’s on Sundey morning, she still
appeared to take no part in the service.

One day, after about three months, Tracy failed to re-
turn to the rectory after school Several hours later
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Christopher was alarmed enough to inform the police. All
that could be discovered was that she was last seen enter-
ing the railway station with a youth of about twenty.
Christopher and Molly never saw or heard from her again.
Presumably she became one of the many lost youngsters in
the big city. What had befallen her there they could only

A sense of complete failure now filled their lives.

‘Where did we go wrong? asked Molly. ‘We tried to
love her and to accept her. We didn’t force our beliefs on
her. During those few months that she was with us, she
had a better life than she had ever known. It doesn’t seem
to make sense!’

‘Nobody can force & person to accept love, my dear,
was the only reply that made sense to Christopher. ‘We
must simply go on loving.’

‘Even when it doesn’t produce results 7

‘Even when it doesn’t appear to produce results.’

‘Oh, come on, Christopher! We've failed, and failed
miserably.’

“Yes, but we have learned a great deal.’

“You mean, we have suffered from Tracy’s moods and
difficulties, all to no availl’

‘Do you regret having her here to live 7

‘No, of course not!’

“Then you can expect that God has more to teach us in
all this.’

‘What, for instance T

To that question Christopher had no answer. He only
knew that if the love of Jesus was to be manifested at St.
Gabriel’s, there would be many more Tracys.
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THERE HAD BEEN & variety of reactions in the church con-
cerning Tracy. Some had frankly admired Christopher and
Molly; others thought them foolish, while a few openly
criticised them, feeling threatened by the dangers of facing
too realistically the Lord’s command to love. When Tracy
disappeared, there were, accordingly, different feelings.
Some shared in the Deans’ sorrow and perplexity, others
sighed with relief, and a few nodded their heads knowingly
and were quick with their * told you so’s’.

‘I tell you one thing it has taught me, though, and that is
the enormous influence environment has on the person-
ality.” Christopher was talking to Paul in his study. ‘Living
in the same house as Tracy and listening to" the lurid de-
scriptions of her home life was a real eye-opener.’

‘Isn’t it amazing how many people have dark corners in
their lives 7 mused Paul. ‘I’m not sure that I've met such 4
clear-cut case as Tracy, but even apparently “clean”
people often have hatred, jealousy or a sense of failure
which warps their thinking completely.’

‘But isn’t it great to see these things brought to God and
destroyed with the power of His love? Sometimes I feel
I'm doing more harm than good, dragging ap people’s
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" past, but provided they have the right attitude to it, this
confession can be the turning-point for many.’ .
‘Like the two men from that firm in Waterloo Road, who
left their jobs because of shady goings-on there,’ said Paul.
‘As soon as they had discussed the matter together they
realised its importance, and actually taking the step of
leaving was the beginning of a new depth of spiritual life

for them.’

‘And have you heard that Bob asked the other one to
move in with his family? I'm beginning to lose count of
the families that have extended themselves in some way,
You started it all off, Paul, by suggesting to Claude that
you would be better off together, Miss Trace looks ten -
years younger now that she has people to cook for and no
more rent to worry about. In some cases it’s worked out so
well I don’t know why we didn’t think of it much earlier.’

‘It’s not s0 easy as that, though, Christopher. Imagine
marrying for the first time at sixty, with all .the habits.
you've acquired by then. That’s what Claude is going
_through at the moment, and he’s finding it difficult, I can
tell you. One of the reasons I've come out tonight is that
he loves having the record player on loud, especially when
Iwanttoread.”

‘Christopher smiled. ‘It may not be much consolation to
you, Paul, but the fact that your house is now known to be
open to all and sundry for.coffee, company and comfort
has taken a great load from my back. I approve of this in-
creased lay ministry idea. You wouldn’t like to take over
some of these filing cabinets as well, by any chance?

For some time, Tom had felt that he was no longer at
home in the business world and that God was calling him
into a full-time ministry. What was strange was that at
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first he felt no inclination towards ordination. He was
obviously being greatly used by God in the counselling
that he did on three evenings a week.

. ‘Tom, I believe you already have your ministry,’
Christopher said one day.

‘Yes, but the pace is beginning to tell. I'm at work all
day, counselling in the evenings, attending the study ses-
sions, and hardly have any time to be with the family. That
can’t be right.’

‘So what has to go 7’ asked Christopher.

“The study sessions can’t go. I shall have nothing to give
unless I am being fed myself. I could cut down on the
counselling, but that doesn’t seem to be right. It’s the job
that’s out of place. But I can’t just leave with no income to
support the family.’

‘Then we need to supply the incomse,’’ suggested
Christopher.

‘Who do you mean by *“we” P

‘St. Gabriel’s, of course.”

‘But I haven’t received any formal training,’

‘By man—or by God? The Holy Spirit has had you in
hand for nearly two years now. And you are a greater in-
strument of His grace than many ordained clergymen that
Tknow!

‘How will the rest of the church family view the idea 7'

‘I think with relief. Frankly, I'm fed up with everyone
tellmg me how tired I'm lookmg, and that I need to rest
more.’

‘They’re right, of course!’

‘Don’t you start. It’s not words I need but someone
available full-time to help.’

‘Won’t most people expect you to ask for a carate 7

‘That would be the conventional thing to do. However,
there’s a shortage of clergy at present—and I really believe
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that God wants to develop this concept of lay ministry
within the local church. It’s time we were freed from the
idea that anyone with a valid full-time ministry needs to
have his collar round the wrong way!’

‘Let’s pray about it,’ suggested Tom, ‘and I'll talk to
Ann. It would involve so many changes for us.’

Fortunately, the people of St. Gabriel’s had by now
grasped the fact that the Holy Spirit led God’s people into
ways of continual change. It was readily agreed at the
parish meeting that Tom should be regarded as having a
full-time pastoral ministry. Many had already benefited
personally from his help and appreciated the need for him
to be available to counsel those seeking God and His
healing in their lives.

Tom and Ann received great encouragement as they
began to grow accustomed to their new way of life. Several
in the church believed that God was asking them to
guarantee differing sums of money that would be used to
support the Billings family. For Tom and Ann, there was
the difficulty of accepting the Lord’s generosity through
their new-found friends.

One job Tom soon had was to lead small teams of lay
people from the church who went to spend a week-end
with other churches, sharing with them the vision of what
God desired to do in the lives of his children. Such visits
were always rewarding for those who were sent from St.
Gabriel’s, as well as for those who received these teams.

In spite of these week-ends it could hardly be said that
there was a wild evangelistic fervour at St. Gabriel’s—
rather, a quiet persistence in prayer for the renewal of the
whole Church and the acceptance of the opportunities pro-
vided to witness to the-truth that had become so vividly
real to them.

When Tom was at home for the week-end he was struck
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by the change in the worship at St. Gabriel’s. It was no
longer a formality, but alive and vital, although the form
of the service remained unaltered during this time, It was
the hearts of the worshippers that had been changed. There
was now a real sense of abiding together in the love and
joy of the Lord, Even the children were beginning to enjoy
worship! .

‘Christopher, we need another act of worship on Sun-
days.” Tom was speaking after one of the now daily prayer
meetings. ‘There doesn’t seem to be time enough on a
Sunday morning for God to do all that He wants to do.
And I believe we need to have more opportunities to ex-
press freely this praise that God has put into our hearts,
to allow the prayer gifts of the Spirit to be manifested and
to give opportunity for a longer exposition of the Word.’

‘People can receive that at the s_tudy session mid-week,
Tom.’

‘Our people can. What about the visitors? Once they
have been to our teaching course, there is nothing else for
them.’

“They are supposed to receive further teaching in the
churches they come from.’

‘But they don’t. You know they don’t.’

Christopher looked thoughtful. He had been careful to
assure the clergy in surrounding churches that he was not
interested in ‘sheep-stealing’. Yet the truth of what Tom
was saying couldn’t be denied. Many were not receiving
the teaching they needed, nor did they have sufficient
opportunities for genuine fellowship. It was one thing to
bring people into a new dimension of life in the Spirit,
quite another to give them the sustenance they required
to grow in that life.

‘T don’t know, Tom. The attendance at Sunday evening
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services is in decline almost everywhere, Many places have
stopped having them altogether.’ |

“That’s an excuse, Christopher, and you know it. If we
were to have an open service of praise here you wouldn’t
be able to stop people coming.’

“That is precisely what I'm afraid of, Tom. Some would
be tempted to come here instead of where they belonged,
and it would also be an attraction to those who don’t mind
going to services that are alive and meaningful, but who
want to shirk what it means to be a responsible part of the
Body of Christ.”

‘We had better pray about it,’ suggested Tom. ‘I see
your arguments, but the decision needs to be made in
beaven, not through our reasoning,” The two men looked
at one another and laughed.

‘I wonder how many committee meetings that would
have taken before ? said Christopher,

The whole church was faced with the problem and asked
to pray. As far as the people of St. Gabriel’s were con-
cerned, such an opportunity for free worship was now
needed, and it did not seem right to stifle that need because
others might be attracted by a service of praise. It was de-
cided, therefore, to hold such a service on Sunday even-
ings for an experimental period of three months.

The response was immediate. The size of the evening
congregation doubled and continued to grow steadily.
The first attempts at ‘open’ worship seemed very stilted.
They needed to grow in confidence before more people
would feel free to lead in prayer or to speak about the way
God was working in their lives.

Many from other places came to receive the teaching
that Christopher gave at these services. He found that
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people were willing to sit and listen for forty-five minutes
or more, 80 great was their hunger for the Word of God.
He made it abundantly clear that the visitors were welcome
to come occasionally for teaching and fellowship, only so
that they would be better equipped to commit themselves
to God in the charch where they already belonged.

As the months passed, so the freedom became more
obvious and they began to experience a more faithful re-
flection of New Testament worship. What impressed
Christopher most was that, although he planned nothing
for each service, the Spirit of God led the service in a posi-
tive direction on every occasion. At the end, there would
be the definite impression that God had been in charge;
He had spoken and He had acted in the lives of His people.
Usually there was a great sense of coming before the very
throne of God.

I had never experienced worship before, not true wor-
ship. 1 wanted to give myself wholeheartedly to the
Lord. Perhaps it would be true to say that I had never
experienced God before, not in the way 1 did at St.
Gabriel’s on Sunday evening. I have always been afraid
of experience; I was taught that it was pure emotional-
ism. I now realise how wrong that is. There was no
attempt on your part to encourage emotionalism;
people’s hearts were simply flooded with God’s love.
And the singing! Oh, my word, it was beautiful, especi-
ally when everybody sang in the Spirit. I have never
heard such a magnificent sound.

What I am writing to tell you is that something
wanderful happened to me. For the first time in my life,
1 was enjoying God, the thrill of His presence. I only
desired to give myself to Him in praise, when I feit a
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strange warmth in my left knee. I started to move my
leg about, bending and flexing it. [ am glad that others
around me had their eyes closed, otherwise they must
have thought me mad to be doing exercises in the middle
of a service! I found that I could move my knee joint
fully, without any pain. You may think that theré is
nothing unusual in that, but since having a serious
accident when I was eleven, I have had only restricted
movement (despite four operations!) and have suffered
pain whenever any undue strain has bgen put on that
leg. A

It seems that God has healed me, and I didn’t even
ask Him to! All I wanted to do was to thank Him for
His wonderful love, and to tell everyone what He had
just done for me. But I didn’t dare; I am such a coward.
Please forgive me. I felt I had to write and tell you, so
that you can rejoice with me. In your own words (last
Sunday) ‘Praise our wonderful Lord.’

May He continue to bless your ministry,

Amanda Corey

Christopher wrote a brief reply and placed the letter in
a rapidly thickening file containing others of a similar
nature. He decided to write on the front cover ‘To God be
the glory, great things He has done.’

Certainly, these testimonies were a further confirmation
that they had been right to begin this open service of
praise; God was obviously using it in many important
ways. Christopher secretly longed for the time when they
would not need to welcome so many visitors from other
churches, because they could find the same praise, the same
love and power within the churches to which they already
belonged. He could, however, thank God that the warmth
of this love was reaching the hearts of so many.
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Thelma Blainey was one of the few exceptions,

‘It's no good, Vicar. I have been part of St. Gabriel’s
since I was a small girl and we have never had to put up
with all these people. It’s always been nice and friendly
before. Not too many of us—and we’ve known one another
for years, If this persists I shall have to go elsewhere to
worship, T only want to be quiot and to keep myself to
myself. You understand ? -

Christopher understood. His heart went out to the few
‘Thelmas’. How 8o many important things could go on
around them without their apparently being moved at all
spiritually, he could not grasp. What was clear was that
Thelma preferred a few to worship God, rather than many;
she wanted people to be ‘friendly’ rather than committed
to one another in love, and the church was to consist of her
contemporaries and not those ‘new’ peoplel He would
have to suffer the sadness that Jesus must have experienced
when some of His disciples left Him, because His teaching
was too hard for them. Unhappily, not all those who
opposed the purpose of God ended like Claude Winter, a
stout witness of the living Christ.

‘You cannot alter the commands of God," reflected
Christopher, ‘and if you love Him, you don’t want tol”
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‘Ir oNLY WE could accept what we wanted and leave the
rest,” Paul Rivers said.

‘Especially the parts we don’t understand,’ added Claude
Winter. , :

‘That's the problem with the Bible. There was a time
when we understood little and believed little of what is
written in the Word. Now that the Holy Spirit is bringing
things to life, you realise that you cannot sidestep many of
the issues that you have been avoiding for years, or have
never been aware of, Neither can you rationalise them away.’

‘I can well remember the struggle I had with my in-
tellect. “You're using it like a filter,” Christopher told me,
“accepting only what you want or can understand. God is
greater than your mind or your intellect. You need to sub-
mit, Claude,” he said, “submit your intellect to God. Let
Him be Lord of your thinking, otherwise you will reduce
Him to the size of your limited understanding.” It was a
struggle; I don’t mind admitting it, either.”

Paul smiled. He remembered the time when Clauds
would have prided himself on his intellect. “The trouble is,’
he continoed, ‘it seoms that many want to misrepresent you
by saying that you are anti-intellectual. That’s nonsense.
Of course God has given us our ability to think, but He
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doesn’t want us to misuse that gift by attempting to
shrink Him to our size, to reduce Him from almightiness
and perfection or to believe that His demands for us are
less than they really are.’

‘All right, all right,’ said Paul. “You don’t have to con-
vince me. I'm on His side —remember 7’ Claude laughed.

His stroke had left him with a pronounced limp, a con-
stant reminder of his months of rebellion, but, as far as
Claude was concerned, a healthy reminder. He and Paul
were walking home after one of the most crucial meetings
they had ever attended at the rectory, during the years of
renewal at St. Gabriel’s. They were faced with the question:
What did it mean to lay down their lives for their friends?

“You know,” said Paul, avoiding a late-night dog-walker,
‘it’s been clear to me for some time that your moving in
was only the first step in the giving over of my house to
God’s purposes. We've needed this time to settle down qur-
selves, but now we should think further afield. There are
so many people who need the security of a Christian house-
hold, if only temporarily. How can we counsel and pray
with people and then send them back to the very situation
that is aggravating or even causing their problem ¥

‘1 agree,” said Claude, ‘in theory. But what about
Christopher’s latést proposition 7’

That night Christopher had introduced the two men to
David and Sarah Miles, a young married couple whom
neither had met before, Sarah was seven months pregnant.

‘David and Sarah are moving into the district,’ explained
Christopher. ‘David is to teach history at the comprehen-
sive school and Sarah is finishing work for obvious reasons.
They need somewhere to live.’

Claude looked at Paul. The peace of their home was
apparently to be shattered by the cries of a new-born in-
fant. For Claude that would be a new experience, but Paul
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wondered whether he was not too old to go back to such
things. ‘What do you have in mind? Paul asked
Christopher.

‘Not that David and Sarah should come and lodge with
you I cannot see much purpose in that. I believe God has
been leading this young couple in a particular way. David,
perhaps you had better explain yourself.’ ,

The young man hesitated as if deciding where he should
begin. ‘We have been married for eighteen months. Both
of us have been Christians for about five years. When we
decided to become engaged we gave our life together to the
Lord and asked Him to use us in whatever way He wanted.
We didn’t want to have a selfish marriage, building up a
place of our own, surrounded by our own possessions.
Financially that wasn’t possible, anyway; I was a student
and Sarah wasn’t exactly earning a fortune. We had a
small semi-furnished flat and managed reasonably well.
But we knew that God had some plan for us. About a
month ago, I was given the history job which would mean
moving into this district.’ '

Sarah was bursting to tell the men the next part of their
story. ‘I was at home while David went for the interview
and while I was praying it was as if the Lord was saying,
“St. Gabriel’s”, or rather, “Go to St. Gabriel's.” I
couldn’t understand that. I knew Gabriel was an archangel
80 I looked up the scripture references about him but none
of them seemed relevant.’

David again took up the narrative. ‘Sarah was delighted
about the job but I couldn’t understand this St. Gabriel’s
business either. We’d never heard of your church, you see,
coming from so far away. Anyhow, we started to pray
about a place to live and this time it was my turn. “You
are to live at St. Gabriel's.” We were still perplexed. ‘Per-
haps St. Gabriel’s is a place,” we thought. So we took out
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the atlas and looked for a village or town around here
with that name.’

‘And found none,’ said Paul. ‘So what next?

‘I was resting one afternoon,” answered Sarah, ‘when I
had a flash of inspiration. I couldn’t wait for David to
come home.’

‘And when I did she didn’t waste any time telling me,’
said David with a smile. “You see, we have wanted to live
in a Christian community, like you read about at the end
of the second chapter of Acts. We’d never been attracted
by any of the communes we'd heard about and were con-
tent that God would lead us into a community if that was
where He wanted us. Sarah’s flash of inspiration, as she
calls it, was that we were to live in community at St.
Gabriel's. “Fine,” I said, “if only we can find where it is.””’

‘“Let’s go and look then,” I suggested. David was
rather reluctant, what with me being pregnant and the cost
of fares these days, but eventually he agreed.’

‘T must say that I felt rather foolish,” admitted David.
‘We arrived at the station without the slightest idea where
to go. So I sent one of those prayer darts up to heaven.
“Where to now, Lord 7’ The extraordinary thing was that
He answered. Not that I heard anything. Sarah tugged at
my arm. “This way,” she said. For the next ten minutes
we walked, and all the time she seemed convinced that she
knew the way, although we must have made several turn-
ings in that time.’

‘I did know the way,’ protested Sarah. ‘I’'m not sure how;
Ijust knew.’ ’

‘Well, we stopped outside your house, Mr. Rivers.
“That’s St. Gabriel’s,” Sarah said. There was no name-
plate on the gate. I thought that the pregnancy was making
her a little funny and I was most reluctant when she sug-
gested that I knock on the door. Eventually, I agreed and
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was tremendously relieved when there was no reply.’
Claude and Paul both smiled. ‘But her ladyship here was not
to be deterred. “We'll go next door and ask,” she said. So
we did just that. A little old lady came to the door. “No,
that is not St. Gabriel’s,” she said; *“‘that is where Mr,
Rivers lives. I don't think he has given the house a name.”
Poor Sarah! She looked so desperately disappointed that I
asked the old lady is she knew of a house called by that
.name, more out of hope than anything. “No, my boy,” she
said.” They grinned at David’s imitation of Miss Barclay.
‘ “The only St. Gabriel’s I know is the church round the
corner!”’

‘You can imagine how surprised we were,” continued
Sarah. ¢ “How can we live in a church 7’ I asked. The poor
old lady didn’t reply to that. She politely excused herself
and shut the door.’

The men could contain themselves no longer and burst
into laughter, ‘Poor old Miss Barclay,’ said Claude. ‘I'm
sorry. What did youdo?

‘We went round to the church,’ said David, ‘just to have

~ a look for some clue as to what this was ali about. We

picked up a copy of this month’s magazine and saw the
rector’s article on the need for community households. We
were staggered. So we came round to the rectory.’

‘Quite a story, isn’t it ?’ suggested Christopher.

‘’m not sure that I understand the part about my house,’
said Paul with some caution in his voice.

‘Oh, that’s the community house,’ said Sarah lightly.

‘Is it indeed 7" answered Paul, raising his eyebrows.

‘Oh, I'm sorry,” countered Sarah quickly, thinking that
she had upset him. ‘I mean that is how it seemed to me. I
may be wrong, of course.’

‘No, my dear. I don’t think you're wrong, said Paul.
‘God has been leading us in that direction for some time.
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To be honest, I didn’t expect things to develop quite so
soon—or in this way. You've given us a great deal to think
and pray about.’

‘David and Sarah are staying overnight with us,” said
Christopher. ‘I thought it would be good for them to join
in our worship tomorrow and we can also get to know
them a little better.” He turned to the young couple. ‘Now,
if you don’t mind, I'd like to talk to Paul and Claude alone
for a while.’ ‘

‘Of course; we understand,’ said David. They stood up,
shook hands with Paul and Claude and left the study.

‘I'm sorry to land this on you in such a way,’” said
Christopher. ‘I thought it best that you saw them for
yourselves.’

‘They seem a pleasant young couple,” answered Claude.

‘They do,” agreed Paul, ‘However, you have always
maintained that there should be some purpose in & house-
hold. What purpose would be served by them coming to
live with us ?’ .

‘First, I think we need to know if God is really in all
this,” answered Christopher, ‘then we can trust Him to
show us His purpose. They are not idle loafers, but two
bard-working young people who love the Lord. The way
He has led them seems incredible. They certainly knew
nothing about St. Gabriel’s when they arrived here. In
fact, my talk with them was a revelation for them both.’

The two men left the rectory with very mixed feelings. If
God was in all this, their quiet orderly lives were about to
be disrupted.

At the end of the morning service Paul turned to Claude.
‘We ought to invite them to lunch.’

‘Had exactly the same idea myself,” admitted Claude.

The young couple accepted the invitation. They were
overawed at the size of the house, although with five bed-
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rooms and two rooms in the attic, it was hardly a mansion.
Sarah insisted on doing the cooking, and demonstrated
her considerable skill in that department. For her it was a
luxury to work in a well-equipped kitchen.

The highlight of their visit was not the lunch, however,
but the sense of unity they enjoyed when they prayed to-
gether afterwards. The Lord’s presence seemed to confirm
that He had some purpose in bringing their lives together.

‘I am a cautious man,’ said Paul before their depuarture.
‘I feel it right for us to offer you a home when you first
move here. However, we will allow God to lead us con-
cerning what our commitment should be to one another.
This may only be a temporary arrangement; it may de-
velop into something more permanent. Will you come on
that understanding ?’

‘Paul, we've had the most extraordinary week-end of our
lives. I think that we are both concerned that our standard
of living may be somewhat different from yours, and we
would want to pay our own way. That may be difficult.’

‘Perhaps it’s our standard of living that needs looking at
in that case,’ commented Claude. ‘I didn’t think we were
extravagant, but then our student days are further behind
us than yours!’

‘I'm sure that the details will be worked out easily
enough if we are in the Lord’s will,” said Paul as they
departed. ’

At first, those words seemed prophetic. David was more
nervous than Sarah in their new surroundings, yet he
proved to be a tremendous help in the work of the church,
He had a flair for relating to teenagers and soon joined the
leadership group of the rapidly-expanding youth fellow-
ship. His guitar playing was also much appreciated at the
various prayer meetings and he seemed to have the ability
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to direct people to the Lord in praise. Sarah quickly estab-
lished contact with some of the young mothers in the
church, and Paul and Claude had to grow accustomed to
arriving home to the sight of two or three prams on the
doorstep. -

When Sarah was confined to her room for the delivery
of Timothy, the older men were convinoed that they missed
her presence around the house as much as her husband did.
They were certainly pleased to dance attendance upon her,
even to the extent of placing the numerous nappies in soak
when asked to do so.

But problems there were. Each of the men realised very
quickly that their independence was further threatened,
that they were committed to this young couple and were no
longer free to make arbitrary decisions about the running
of their affairs without reference to them.

‘At least you can read in peace tonight, Paul. I can’t have
the tecord player on with all those guitars strumming away
in there." Claude was good-humouredly making mugs of
coffee for the four teenagers who bad just arrived to see
David.

‘I could, but Sarah has lent the book I'm reading to one
of her friends this afternoon, thinking I had finished it. She
must have a constant stream of people here from the
number of books she hands out.’ _

‘We don’t do too badly in the evening for visitors either,
It's like living on Paddington station sometimes.’

The doorbell rang. Paul laughed and moved into the
ball.

*Oh for the good old days when I didn’t see anybody be-
tween leaying work at five-thirty and nine the next
morning!’

208



19

CHRISTQPHER LOOKED HARD at the words before him. “You
did not choose me, but I chose you.” He remembered the
first visits from Alan. Yes, it was true that God had sought
him out and found him. He bad never aspired to the type
of ministry that God had chosen for him. It had been an
exhausting few years, yet they had proved to be infinitely
rewarding, seeing God do so many important things in the
lives of His people.

Occasionally he was genuinely perplexed to know how
it had become so easy for the churches to fail completely
to be the Body of Christ. To think that he had once been
one of the stoutest defenders of the ecclesiastical machin-
ery! Not that he advocated doing away with the structure
of the Church. All that had happened at St. Gabriel’s had
snown that it was possible to fird new life and the freedom
to express that life within the existing structures. They
might need renewing, but not destroying.

Molly disturbed his thoughts when she entered the study
with a cup of tea.

‘I’'m sorry. Were you praying 7’

‘No, my dear, only thinking.’

‘What about

‘Being chosen by God . .. His Church. .. renewal.’
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‘Four years ago such things would not have entered your
mind.’ She placed an arm affectionately on his shoulder,
‘Or mine.” .

‘The Lord has done many wonderful things, Molly,
There is so much to be grateful for. And yet there are still
so many things that need to happen here.’

‘What, more? said Molly with protest in her voice. ‘I
should have thought there was enough going on already.’

‘Yes, yes there is, We don’t want another spate of over-
activity. Yet there are so many things to sort out: the new

_structure of leadership, relationships, faith, especially in
regard to healing and guidance. We have a whole new set
of problems. But I grant you that they are ones that I
would much rather have than the old ones.’

‘Bspecially the ones with your wife!’

‘1 didn’t say that!’

‘No, I did. Why God chose me to be your wife, I shall
never understand. I could never be part of your ministry.’

‘How many times have I told you...’

‘T know, I know. The Lord wants 'me to be your wife,
ot your assistant. Don’t worry, my days of trying to
manipulate you or your ministry are definitely over. In any
case, I should never be able to out-manoeuvre the Holy
Spirit.’ _

‘Look at this,” Christopher said, handing her a letter
that lay open on his desk. It was an invitation from the
Bishop to give the address at the Diocesan Festival to be
held in the cathedral in three months’ time.

‘Are you going to accept ?’ she asked.

“Yes, of course. It shows a considerable measure of con-
fidence in all that is happening here.’

‘My dear man, you would hardly expect him to be un-
happy. The fruit speaks for itself.’

‘There are those who object and they would be quick to
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tell the Bishop so. But he is a man of God and he appreci-
ates that the ways of the Spirit cannot be compacted into
any man-made schemes.’

They were interrupted by the doorbell. Molly returned
to the study. ‘

‘Lucy Cartwright is here again, dear. WhatdoIdo?

Christopher sighed. Lucy had been a problem for some
time, so much so that Christopher had spent time in prayer
that moming asking God what he should do about her. His
eyes had been opened to several truths, not only about
Lucy, but also about himself. This was an interview he had
been dreading, for he knew that it could be very unpleasant
for both of them.

“You had better show her in.” He stood up. ‘Hello, Lucy.
Come and sit down.”

‘I don’t think you wanted to see'me,” she began,

‘Why should you imagine that ?

‘Because I’m a nuisance to you.-I know I am. I'm a
nuisance to everyone.’

‘Why do you think that ?” asked Christopher.

‘See! You don’t deny it, do you ?"

‘Lucy, this is the fourth time this week that you have
been to see me.’

‘It’s your job, isn’tit?’

‘In a way. There are many-others to see as well as you,
and they usually make appointments.’

‘Oh well, I'll go then.” She made as if to leave,

‘All right then, Lucy. Goodbye.’ She stood in the middle
of the room, stunned. This was the crucial moment and
Christopher knew it. Before, he would have tried to assure
her that he did want to talk to her at any time that she felt
the need. He would have told her to sit down and would
have tried to placate her. And all the time he would have
imagined that this was the loving thing to do. That morn-
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ing, his eyes had been opened to see the ways in which
Lucy was manipulating him through her own insecurity.
At heart, Christopher was still very soft, and that meant
that at times he was unloving. It would be much better, he
realised, to be firm and not allow Lucy to manipulate him
any longer. That was going to be tough for him as well as
for her.

“You don’t really love me, then. After all this talk about
loving one another that I hear at St. Gabriel’s! You don't
love me; you want me to go.’

‘It was you who suggested leaving,’ pointed out’
Christopher.

‘Don’t play with words,” said Lucy angrily. ‘The plain
truth is that you are a hypocrite. You say you love me but
you don’t.’

‘Then why have I spent so much time with you recently,
talking about your problems ? he asked. -

‘Just for appearances’ sake.’

‘Before whom was I appearing ?

‘Don’t be sarcastic. You're always the same, You have
to be in the right. I'll go and tell them all what you're
really like. You don’t know the meaning of the word
“love™.’

Christopher swallowed hard. This was_proving more
difficult than he had anticipated. He remained calm. ‘T've
told you that you are free to go if you wish.’

‘T won’t come back.’

“That is up to you.’

‘Is this how you treat your flock ? You’re supposed to go
andseckthconewhouloat,a.ndallyouwa.mtodouto
get rid of me,”

‘Lucy, P've had enough of your self-pity, your threats,
your spiritual blackmail and your sheer mampulaﬁon. If
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you want to go, then go. If you have something more to
say then sit down and say it.” At first he thought he had
gone too far. She turned and walked to the door, then
stopped. She stared at him. He returned the starg, knowing
that it was important for him not to flinch beneath the
accusing glare.

Lucy was the first to lower her eyes. Almost sheepishly,
she returned to her chair and sat down. Christopher waited
for a moment and then continued with what he knew had
to be said. ‘Lucy, you have had many difficulties in your
life and T have tried to share them with you in these last
weeks. However, you have traded on this with your seif-
pity. I have been prepared to ask God to heal you, but I
don’t believe you have really wanted that healing. You
have spent most of your life trying to encourage people to
feel sorry for you. I don’t altogether blame you for that,
because of the pature of your problems. But this pattern of
behaviour must stop, otherwise you will never be capable
of an enriching relationship, either with God or with
people. If others don’t pity you, then you bully and pres-
surise them into feeling that they ought to—like accusing
me of being unloving, Or you threaten me. It must all
finish, Lucy. You can see that, can’t you?

‘How ? she asked quietly. She didn’t argue or disagree
with him.

‘God will give you the grace, if you truly want to be
healed. Doyou? ,

‘T don’t know.” Her head was still bowed. Slowly, she
looked up at him. ‘I could hate you.'

* Christopher could sec the anger in her eyes. ‘Why?
Because I have made you face the truth ?

‘T suppose so.” They lapsed into silence. ‘Will you help

me ?° Lucy asked after a while.
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‘If you want help, rather than pity, I will certalnly do
anything I can.’ Lucy went to the door. ‘Thank you,’ she
said and left.’

‘That seemed rather inconclusive,” said Molly, when
Christopher had finished his account of the interview.,

‘In one way, I agree. This i3 going to be a long job.

~ There are many years of manipylation behind that girl and
she is not going to be able to change her pattern of be-
haviour overnight. But you know, Molly, I'm still too soft.
I very nearly gave in to her.’

‘But, Christopher, you have stood up to people in the
past. Remember what happened ages ago when there was
all that trouble with Claude.’ '

‘Ah, but this is more subtle, dear, much more subtle.
Claude was obviously wrong in the things he said. Lucy
appeared to be right. She made me feel condemned, so that
I was prepared to see her when she wanted me to, and to do
everything possible to keep her happy. Only yesterday
Paul said to me, “That poor girl Lucy, she does have some
problems.” And she has been taking some of Tom's time
as well. We need to watch for those who delight in sharing
their problems with everyone. What's for supper?I'm
hungry.’

‘There is a great sense of being among the elect of God.’
Christopher’s visitor cased himself back in the chair, It
had been a good lunch. In fact, it had been a good week,
much to bis surprise. The Reverend Maurice Drury had
come to spend a few days at St. Gabriel’s to sce what was
happening there. His interest had beer aroused from re-
ports he had heard, but he came with suspicion and doubt,
wanting to find faylt so thet he could dismiss the matter
from his mind. What he found was so differeat from what
he had anticipated! Instead of setting himself up as judge,
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he had found himself humbled by the sincerity of the people
of St. Gabriel’s, by their simple love for God and their -
commitment to one another. Never before had he experi-
enced such joy and praise in worship, or people opening
their lives and their homes to one another and to those in
need in quite this way. And all this within the context of an
ordinary parish chyrch! '

Perhaps the most important thing was what had hap-
pened to him personally during his visit. He had discovered
a'new sense of vocation, of being chosen by God. To-
gether with Christopher, he had laid his life and ministry
before Him and prayed that he would be filled with the
Holy Spirit and empowered to fulfil the purpose that God
had for him. Since that prayer, Maurice had entered into a
new dimension of joy. He had laid hands on a woman
crippled with arthritis and seen her locked joints freed by
God’s power. He had experienced the great joy of leading
a young woman into a living relationship with the Lord at
the end of a Sunday evening service when she had asked
for help. And he had made friendships that he reckoned
would be long-lasting. Yes, he was a son of God; he knew
himself to be this, and he could look forward to a new.kind
of ministry in the future.

Maurice was one of a series of ministers from every con-
ceivable denomination who found their way to St.
Gabriel’s, seeking new purpose and power in their
ministries,

‘It is a matter of realising that God .has chosen us,’
Maurice continued, ‘of knowing that we are sons of God,
filled with the Spirit of God, who will bear fruit in our
lives.’

“That is the promise,” agreed Christopher. He had heard
many giving expression in similar ways to the new-found
wonder of God in their lives.
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‘I can hardly wait to get back to my own church and
begin this new ministry.’

‘Well, remember to take things steadily,” advised
Christopher. ‘It took some time for things to develop here,
You don’t want to begin by frightening people with your
new revelations, God tells us to seek His wisdom. Don’t
go rushing in and expect God to follow or to pick up the
picces when there is a crash. Follow the leading of His
Spirit, wait upon Him, abide in Jesus.’

Maurice recognised the wisdom of the advice. ‘The
Spirit will have to restrain me as well as encourage me,’ he
quipped. -

‘Make sure you allow Him to do just that,’ cautioned
Christopher,

‘This concept of loving one another is so important,’
Maurice enthused.

‘Don’t expect people to commit themselves to one an- .
other until they have first committed their lives to God,’
warned Christopher. ‘“You can’t begin by rushing people
into community. That would only cause harm. Begin where
people are now—where you were when you came here.
They need to know that they are chosen and accepted by
God. They need to experience His forgiveness and the em-
powering of the Holy Spirit in their lives. And you will
have to lead them one by one to that point, There are no
short cuts, no instant successes. There is a great deal of
hard work and heartache before you if you want to see
your church renewed.’

‘It’ll be worth it, though. That’s what I’ve seen here. No
matter what it costs, it'll be worth it.’

‘It is God-given, Maurice, It is His work and it is for
His glory. We are a very imperfect bunch, you know. God
still has a great deal to work out among us.’

“You finish one meal, you digest it and you are ready for
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another,’ said Molly thoughtfally, Christopher smiled at
the simplicity of what she said.

‘Long may the hunger for more of God continue,’ he
said. ‘You, Maurice, have first to stimulate that bunger in
others.’

‘I only hope we can become another St. Gabriel’s.’

‘No, don’t ever wish that. Let God do that work in your
church which is His unique plan for your situation. Here
you have been given a vision of what kind of things He can
do when He is allowed scope in people’s lives. Don't try to
confine your congregation within a St. Gabriel’s mould.’

Once again, Maurice knew he had heard important
advice.

‘I feel more people should get to hear what you have
learnt here. Have you considered preachmg tours, writing
abook..

‘If God wants anything hkc that, He will have to create
a new metric day with one hundred hours in it!’

20

THE CATHEDRAL WAS filled to capacity for the Festival. In

the transepts sat the clergy in their robes, while the lofty

proportions of the nave absorbed upwards of two thousand

people from all over the diocese. The choir had entered in

procession and demonstrated their musical ability. Now
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the sound of the organ filled the whole building, almost
drowning the host of voices which it accompanied.

For weeks this occasion- had been in the back of
Christopher’s mind. He sensed its importance, yet he had
‘been unable to determine what it was that God desired to
speak through him. In vain he seemed to wait upon the
Lord for His Word for this moment. At the same time, he
received assurance and peace that God would use this
time for His glory.

Christopher prayed quietly in tongues amidst the noise
of the singing and the organ. Still there seemed to be an
emptiness, nothing to say. It was time to move to the pul-
pit: As he mounted the steps he was surprised at his calm-
ness—no fear, no panic. This, after all, was like any other
occasion. ‘Open your mouth wide and I will fill it."” God
had not failed him before, and He was not likely to fail
him now.

He looked out over the sea of heads, mostly buried in
the service sheets. The strange feeling of compassion that
came upon him was a sign of the love which God had put
into his heart. Surely the Lord looked upon these people
at this moment and desired to speak His love to them ?

The echo of the music died away. Christopher’s voice
sounded hollow and metallic as the amplification system
reproduced the words of his prayer: ‘Gracious Father,
speak to us your children and give us hearts that hear and
receive your word . . .” Clothing rustled, chairs screeched,
‘as the great congregation sat down, ready to listen. There
was silence. Christopher had no words to fill it, either. The
faces of the people were turned upwards towards him in
anticipation. Not that he was conscious of them. He could
not see through the haze of tears that rolled down his
cheeks. ‘

He knew that God had put a new power and authority
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into his preaching in recent years. Perhaps he had been:
looking to Him to manifest that authority on this occasion.
Instead, the Lord gave him only tears.

The tension increased: not an embarrassed silence, an
expectant one. Only the Dean of the cathedral looked with
some consternation towards the pulpit, wondering whether
he would need to come to Christopher’s assistance in some
way. v ’

Christopher made no attempt to wipe the tears from his
cheeks. He could only hear the faint sound caused by them
falling onto the reading-desk in front of him.

When he finally spoke, his voice was almost a whisper.
‘I weep because my Father weeps. I stand in this lofty
pulpit and I see a vast throng of God’s people, and instead
of words to say, He gives me tears to weep. Are they my
tears, or His? Does God sit on His lofty throne and look
upon His Church and weep ? Or does He rejoice in what He
sees?

‘He looks upon His Son and He rejoices, for His Son
accomplished what He was sent to do. He lived the life of
love, of obedience, even to the point of death, The Father
is pleased with the sacrifice which He offers—it is holy and
acceptable to Him.

‘And God looks upon those who, by His gracious act,
He has placed in His Son. What He has done for them is
good, very good.

‘Yet, He is sad; He weeps. For He looks upon His
Church and He searches for His Son. He strains to see the
love, the power, the joy, the life, the peace that He gives.

“These are now my sons,” He says, “and where is the life

of my Son ? Must my Spirit remain locked within them for

ever 7 Will they not turn to me with their whole hearts?

Will they not seek my ways ? Will they not hear my voice ?

Must I come among them with justice and wrath, with
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judgment and righteous anger ? Must I prove to them that
I am holy, that I am God, before they will honour me with
their hearts as well as with their lips ? Where is my Son 7"

‘And God listens. He hears the protests of the theologians,
He sees the anguish of the afflicted; still He beholds the
self-righteousness of the Pharisees and the legalism of the
lawyers. And He asks, “Where is my Son?” He sees the
mounting piles of administration, the concern for prestige
and position and honour. He chooses not to look upon the
secret sins that are committed behind locked doors, for
shame and dishonour do not befit Him. Instead He looks
with hope for His Son.

‘He peers into the hearts of His beloved ones. He sifts
their motives and intentions, and He rejoices over every
occasion when He can bestow blessing, when He can give
His love and heal the sick and raise the dead. He rejoices,
for then He sees Jesus. And He is glad, for others see His
Son too.

‘He listens to the sounds of praise that ascend from every
part of the earth. His ear sifts the pure from the discordant.
He is pleased when the worship comes from those made
one by the power of His Spirit, for then He hears Jesus.
That blesses Him and makes Him glad.

‘And God looks out upon His world and His sadness is
mixed with anger. Fot He has sent His son, He has pro-
claimed His Word, He has made atonement for the sins of
men. Yet in their folly, men still abuse God and deny Him.
They do not heed His ways, neither do they care for Him.
There is no gratitude in their hearts for His love, no desire
for submission to Him or obedience to His will,

‘So God looks again upon His Church and He demands,
" “Where is my Son? Have I not given Him to you? Have I
not poured out my Spirit upon you ? Have I not made you
the sons of God ? Are you not parts of the Body of my Son?
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¢ “Where is He ? What have you done with His love, His
power, His truth? Where have you concealed Him? The
world waits with groaning for my sons to be revealed.”

*“Am I to pity you?” says the Lord. “Am'I to look
ppon the life that you live as my Church and believe that I
am honoured by it? Am I to come down from heaven and
bow in worship before you and say, ‘I have come to do
your will, my people?” **

Christopher paused. His voioe had increased in volume
as he had been speaking. Once again he almost whispered
as he continued.

¢ “My dear beloved children, hear my Word to you to-
day. For it is my desire to restore you. You are the house-
hold of God, my chosen, my elect. I would make of you a
mighty nation, a bride fit for my Son when He returns in
triumph to claim His own. :

* “ You are the temple of my Spirit, the Body of my Son,
and I shall renew you that men may know that you are my
disciples. So return to me, my people. Give yourselves to
me in repentence and I shall give to you the crown of life.
No longer put your confidence in the ways of men; let
your trust be in me alone.”

¢ “Behold, I stand at the door and knock; if anyone
hears my voice and opens the door, I will come in to him
and eat with him, and he with me. He who conquers, I will
grant him to sit with me on my throne, as I myself con-
quered and sat down with my Father on His throne. He
who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the
churches.” * ’
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