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FOREWORD 

 

 
 
Dear Reader, 
 
     

his collection – “Hark, the Glad Sound….” – consists of original 
work from members of the congregation of St Cuthbert’s, Colinton. 
Taking its inspiration from “Advent” it is the fourth special 

supplement to appear alongside the monthly magazine “The Sign”. The 
other three booklets are: “A Christmas for our Time” (Christmas 2004), 
“The Gift of Life” (Easter 2006), and “Behold, the Sower…..” (Harvest 
2009). 
 
The brief is broadly defined as “Advent: waiting, longing, hoping, 
looking forward to the coming, fulfilment, self-knowledge, 
understanding.” These pieces can be seen to relate in some way to that 
theme. Writers were invited to indulge their imagination – to take risks – 
in the expectation that originality and instinctive insight might 
compensate for possible shortcomings in rigorous artistic craftsmanship. 
We are amateurs, enjoying the exploration as creative work develops its 
own direction in the course of writing. 
 
As in our previous works, the pieces are unsigned. In this way we offer 
them as Parables for our Time, hoping you will enjoy them and that one 
or the other piece will strike a chord, create a resonance and take us 
further on the next stage of our journey. 

 
Christopher Davies 

November 2011 
 
 
 
 
Our cover picture is Pieter Brueghel (1525-1569)”Hunters in the Snow”, suggesting 
searching and exploring, returning home to warmth and safety, successful or otherwise. 
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THE SCRIBE OF MACHPELAH 
 

ere in Hebron, it is my task to record events as they happen. It is so 
long since I was a young man and 

came to Machpelah, the tomb of the 
mighty Abraham, to work beside his 
greatness. 
 
So long, that labouring in this gloom 
by the light of ancient oil lamps, my 
eyes have dimmed. My skin is 
furrowed and leather-veined. All is 
brown like an old painting. I am wondering if I am writing to prove that 
History will happen as ordained – “according to the Scriptures” – or if I 
will witness a new beginning of Time? Will I be able to write the first 
words of a new departure, our own story, before I leave this life? Is 
something important happening, or is it just my imagination? Before we 
know the Truth, many generations will have passed…. 
 
There is a new feeling abroad. A sense of fertility and greenness, the 
long winter is passing. People are talking, they say the animals are 
stirring in their stables, they say that change is afoot. Our battered land 
and demoralized people may be finding a new confidence. Important 
ambassadors are reported to be on journeys, bearing with them gifts of 
respect. The superstitious report meteors and falling stars. The king is 
reported to be perplexed and consulting his counsellors.  
 
And the rumour in the streets is of the birth of a child and that this will 
change the world. A few miles from here, in Bethlehem, in a stable, 
lying on the hay and surrounded by animals, witnessed by shepherds 
and farmhands. Great events in History don’t happen like this – they are 
overlooked until years later. My instinct tells me this is the culmination 
of my lifetime, but my training says, don’t record it till you are sure. 
How can I jump over my own shadow?  
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My heart is telling me that this is what we have been waiting for, 
Abraham’s legacy, the prophecy of Isaiah, and that henceforward the 
world will never be the same.  
 
I write: “At last the longed-for day has arrived: a new era has come, a 
path out of our darkness. A child called Jesus is born. He is one of us 
and will show us God’s way….” 
 

Lord, now lettest Thou Thy servant depart in peace – according to Thy 

word – for mine eyes have seen Thy salvation…… 

 

 
 
 
 

CHILDHOOD AWAKENINGS 
 

hite 
 
Waking up.  An unfamiliar bed. A different bedroom. Where 

am I? I run downstairs. The long staircase. Where is everybody?  
Grandmother  hears me. “Shush, keep quiet!”  I follow her. Into 
mother’s bedroom. Curtains half closed. Rays of morning sun. But quite 
dark. Mother in bed. Is she ill?  She is asleep. Touch her duvet. Fresh 
and white. Grandmother whispers. “Come and see”. There it is. The 
wooden cot. Inside, a baby. A real baby. My new sister.  
 
 She is beautiful. Small but beautiful. Has rosy cheeks. 
Such tiny fingers. Dressed in white. She doesn’t cry. 
Sleeps like mother. I watch her. A long time. A very long 
time. Nobody notices me. Nobody reminds me: “Put 
slippers on”. “Wash your face”. “Brush your teeth”. 
“Time for dressing.”  Everybody is busy. I keep looking. 
Window is ajar. Noises from outside. A gentle humming. 
The humming of cars. Nothing else. Baby wakes up. She starts crying. 
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What’s wrong? Has she pain? She is hungry. First it’s bath time. Mother 
stays in bed.  Mrs Jones helps. I can watch. Baby likes water. Tries to 
swim.  
  
Later more excitement   Siblings back from school. Everybody is happy. 
Where is the pram? Go for a walk? No, not yet. Why not today?  I can’t 
wait. Nobody has time. Evening is different. No singing together. No 
piano playing. Where is father?  No Piggy Back tonight. It is bedtime. 
My usual bed. Am so glad.  But feel sad. Feel like crying. What is 
wrong?  I don’t know.  
 

lack  
 
Nine months later.  Phone call from hospital. Grandmother starts 

screaming. People are coming. Everybody is shocked. Everybody in 
tears. Father has died. Mother comes back. Back from hospital. Can’t 
speak. She only cries. Three days later. The big funeral. All dressed in 
black. My new black coat. Baby stays at home. Dressed  in white. She 
keeps smiling.  
 

ed 
 
Nine years later. Need a dress. A party dress.  Samples of  

material. I choose quickly. Blue of course. Beautiful dark blue. This is 
me. Others  know better. “You are pale! Always so pale. You  need 
colour. A strong  Red!” Red for me? I flush red. I want to hide. 
Everybody would look. Look at me! No, no way.  I can’t win. Two 
weeks later. The dress is ready.  Soft, beautiful material. A good cut. But 
bright red. Feel very embarrassed. Get dressed unwillingly. Little sister 
watches. She likes it. “You look lovely” Is she right?  A big party. Lots 
of  friends. I know everybody. Keep rather quiet. Feel like hiding. There 
is Oscar. Across the room. He comes over. “Shall we dance?” We start 
dancing. We dance non stop. Time passes quickly. The party ends. We 
say goodnight. His last word: “I like your dress!”  
 
 

B 

R 



 

 

 

6

TEMPTATION 

My fish refused to take 
The lure I offered him. 

No – not quite. He looked,  
And then declined. 

 

My cunningly constructed fly 
With green and gold, 

 Seductive glinting eye 
Was too sufficiently bold? 

 

The fly, the depth, the line retrieve,  
Were not exactly cast 
To overcome mistrust.  

I tried another tack. 
 

But still my fish, 
He turned aside. 

Outwitting deception,  
Rejecting temptation. 

 

Was I to him 
The devil in disguise? 
Or solitary fisherman, 

Angling for his supper? 
 

Waiting and hoping: 
Life’s game; choices making. 

Take it? Leave it? 
But now, my fish, live on! 
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FOLLOWING IN THE WAY – A TRUE ADVENT STORY 

 betting man would not have risked a flutter on the future of 
Immaculate when she was a child. She was born into a South-West 

Ugandan family which practised 'traditional African religion'. There 
were 16 siblings, two Mums and not a single shilling to spare. No one 
could have predicted a bright future, but then she discovered, as so 
many have, that with God all things are possible. 
The first step along the way was when Immaculate became a Christian 
as a teenager. Life began to make sense. Each day she walked seven 
miles to school and seven miles back. 
Her zest for life and natural intelligence carried her through many a 
crisis. By hard work she mastered the English language, was promoted 
to Head Girl and won a place at university.  
Her higher education was sponsored by a Norwegian Christian whom 
she never met and after three years she was awarded a degree in 
Development Studies. 
This was just the beginning of her story. In Uganda, jobs are scarce and 
even young graduates may not find suitable employment. Immaculate 
is one of those rare souls who live by faith. She never seems to doubt 
for a moment that her future is in the hands of God. Her life now took 
another small but significant step.  
She was in a Christian book shop in Kabale when she met up with Stuart 

Creed, a medical doctor on a visit 
from the U.K. They spoke about 
Immaculate's future plans and 
her hope to travel to Europe for 
a year. Stuart got on to his 
mobile and phoned his wife in 
Cambridge. That one phone call 
was enough to confirm 
Immaculate's next step on her 
journey.  

A
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During her year in England she made friends wherever she went, 
attended a bible study course, worked in a centre for international 
students and was the life and soul of the Creed family with their two 
young boys. Having been brought up 
in the country, Immaculate was 
passionate about farming and 
gardening. Every spare moment she 
would work in the family garden. 
Potatoes were planted wherever 
there was a space and there were 
courgettes by every tree. By summer 
time the garden supplied the whole 
family with vegetables.  
Life for Immaculate was a daily adventure - all things new! She went on 
a Christian holiday camp and was asked to join in a game of water polo 
in the pool. No one knew that Immaculate had never been taught to 
swim. She dived into the deep end and was rescued by the bath 
attendant! 
During this year in the U.K. Immaculate received regular phone calls 
from a friend Habert in Uganda and this led to the next chapter in the 
story. Habert is an Anglican Minister and he proposed to her shortly 
after her return home. They planned for their wedding to be on a day 
when the whole Creed family could come out to Uganda and take part. 
In April 2011 they were married in Kabale and over 1,000 were present 
at the celebration. 
The latest news as we move into Advent is that Habert and Immaculate 
have started a new school called Amazing Grace in Habert's parish and, 
as they prepare for Christmas, Immaculate is expecting a baby. As she 
would be the first to say: "God always has a plan for us if we follow in 
'The Way'." 
All who knew Immaculate on her U.K.visit will join in prayer for her and 
the Ugandan family this Christmas. 
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NOH-AH 

 was always considered rather crazy – a “pessimist”, an outsider in this 
self-centred, self-indulgent society whose only thought is self-gratification, 

worshipping the Gods of Mammon. Not so for me! I decided long ago that I 
would distance myself from the coming divine retribution, the inevitable 
Armageddon. 

So under my house I built for myself a concrete bunker, lined with lead 
against cosmic rays, with air purification, and self-contained power, water 
and waste disposal systems. A clever piece of work, designed for the long 
term. With adequate supplies I would be able to ride out the storm and 
survive, and emerge into a new world, living proof that I was right all along. 

A legend from the olden days 
inspired me. About a man, 
just and correct, chosen by 
his God to save human life 
from the coming catastrophe, 
in this case an all-covering 
flood. Of course he could not 
save everybody, only a 
chosen few. But what a 
heroic gesture! Not doing 
things by halves, he built a huge boat on the hillside and filled it with a 
selection of living animals – the idea being that after the flood, the earth 
could be repopulated. Heaven only knows how he managed to feed and 
tend this menagerie over the coming months. People thought he was mad. I 
sympathise with him. 

A boat on the hillside full of animals – he must at times have had doubts.  
But his faith was rewarded. At last his chance came. The rain he was waiting 
for started to fall, and continued unceasing month after month. The valleys 
filled with water, people and animals were driven up the slopes. The 
doubters became believers. So much so, that they begged Noah for a 
passage on his boat. Not so, said he: “you must have faith to be saved, not 
certainty in the face of necessity.” The story ended happily, with the boat 

I
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eventually coming to rest on a mountain top and humankind (with their 
animals) – as history tells us – being able to start again. Don’t ask too many 
questions: just believe it. A rôle-model for me?  

I just needed to wait for my time to come. As I knew it would be, my 
patience was repaid. The inevitable catastrophe started in the small hours 
of a clear, cold night in mid-winter. A rumbling woke me: it was the 
earthquake, announcing the coming of the end. The earth groaning in 
travail, I remember reading somewhere. We are used to earthquakes.  It 
was the following tsunami, down by the coast, snatching people from their 
beds, which caused the panic and gave rise to a sense of foreboding. 

What we did not know immediately, and what the media kept secret, was 
that the epicentre had been under the nuclear power plant. The 
foundations of the reactors had been cracked and the pumps for the cooling 
water were out of action. So much I gleaned from the sparsely worded 
bulletins. Initially it was suggested that the local population might leave the 
area as a precaution – against what, we were not told. Panic was to be 
avoided at all costs. But then came the order for mass evacuation, hand 
baggage only, two hours’ notice. 

The rumour was that there had been a meltdown at the plant and that a 
toxic, radioactive mist was filling the bay and crawling up the sides of the 
valley, like a flood. I knew that animate and organic life could not survive 
this cloud and its fall-out any more than the population in times long ago 
had an answer to the periodic floods and pestilences which were sent to 
afflict them. 

I had not read the ancient writings for nothing. I knew that the all- seeing, 
all-knowing God used these phenomena to warn, punish and correct his 
wayward servants. What I was witnessing was retribution for society’s 
decadence, which I too deplored and from which I disassociated myself. I 
knew from my reading that in every society there are a few good persons, 
‘guardians of the law’, whose duty it was to maintain standards. 

After having waited so long and having sacrificed so much, I now owed it to 
myself to show that I could fulfil the obligation I considered mine by right. I 
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had named my shelter “The Ark” after my hero and – I almost forgot – had 
stocked it with a wide range of carefully selected seeds from the local 
garden centre. It was wholly impractical to accommodate animals, in any 
case I am vegetarian. But my role demanded that I repopulate the earth and 
seeds would do that as well. 

So when the sirens sounded for the final evacuation, I slipped quietly into 
my bunker. No-one missed me – I keep myself to myself anyway – and I 
knew that within hours the cloud would have enveloped everything outside. 
Nothing was moving outside; to go out was suicide. 

But for me immediately time stood still. I had condemned myself to my 
capsule. Leaving would mean a lonely and undignified death. I was making 
an heroic statement but nobody was impressed – they had all gone. I was 
on my own in a no-go zone: communication cables, television, radio, 
telephone were disrupted. I did not know what was happening in the world 
outside. I could reach no-one: no-one could reach me.  

What about that God I had wanted to impress? Could he reach me in my 
self-imposed, self-constructed retreat, would he reward my sacrifice? Did he 
care about me, any more than he cared about the others? Would my choice 
be between spending eternity in this hermetic prison, or swinging open the 
concrete door and going out into the world. Going out in the faith that the 
threatening cloud will have blown away and that the worst of the toxic 
deposits will have washed and diluted by the rain.  

But for now, I have all the time in the world to think it over before I have to 
choose……. 
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GOD COMES  TO US 
 

It seems God comes to us in privileges galore. 
 
In tenderness of friendships, and in family love, 
In delights of art and music, film and word. 
Pulls us close by the radiance of the rainbow, 
By sunset hues, and skeens of geese  
Cackling across the sky on course for new abodes. 
And the majesty of the harvest moon  
– And shimmering silver stars. 
 
We may rejoice to find our God in these glories 

undeserved. 

 
God pulls us too in the lonesome hoot of the owl,  
So too, in the anguish of losing one’s most dear – 
God comes most tenderly there. 
 
With grace we may find joy here too –  
 

For God comes to us 

.....Both comes to us, and calls us on.....   
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A JOURNEY OF HOPE 
 

s they came down the hill to the harbour the men were 
experiencing many conflicting emotions. There were so many 

unanswered questions - where were they going? How were they getting 
there? When they reached the small fishing village they were amazed. 
Virtually every inhabitant of the village and its hinterland was present 
and most were helping with the embarkation. The local fishermen from 
all along the coast, helped by their older children, were filling their 
boats with troops and ferrying them out to the big ships waiting on the 
horizon. Others were emptying the carts and trailers of luggage into 
heaps on the quay side so the farmers could go back with their horse-
teams for another load, whilst women were labelling and sorting these 
into manageable piles. The younger children, released for the day from 
school, lined the roadside waving and shouting greetings to departing 
men. Many of them could not remember the time before the war when 
the troops were not their neighbours just up the hill. 

First the sailors were taken out to the waiting boats which had only 
skeleton crew followed by the aircrew - not the pilots as they would fly 
their planes onto the carriers just before they set sail - and finally the 
soldiers. The church guild handed out cups of tea to those who waited 
and the village minister blessed each fishing boat before it set off with 
its precious cargo.  

As HMS Tracker and the other carriers finally steamed off the villagers 
and the troops shared the same apprehensions and fears. How many of 
those who had enjoyed the life in this backwater would return? Where 
were they going to? Why were they sailing in the opposite direction 
from Europe? Was this the beginning of the end of the war? And if so, 
how long would it take?  As they watched the ships retreating over the 
horizon the villagers felt a sense of quiet pride that they had all played 
their part in helping what they hoped would be the beginning of the 
end. They had got their men away in spite of the fact that the ships sent 
to pick them up were too big to get into the harbour and the authorities 

A
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had forgotten the fuel which was needed to move them and their 
equipment to the harbour. 

On the ship the mood was pensive. As they steamed north up the east 
coast of Scotland   and then west and finally south many were seasick 
because the sea was so rough and unsettled. The men were sombre and 
some withdrew into themselves. They asked themselves is this the 
beginning of the big fight back? How will we fare? How long before we 
arrive? If it is the invasion how frightening will it be? Will I cope? Will I 
survive to see my family again? 

Finally they dropped anchor in the estuary of the river Clyde. No one 
now questioned that this was the beginning of the invasion. The 
atmosphere was electric and there were hundreds of ships all around.  
You could walk across moored ships from one side of the river to the 
other and still ships carried on arriving.  More supplies were loaded, 
officers were briefed on a strictly need to know basis, courses were 
plotted, aircraft overhauled and soldiers checked and re checked their 
weapons. 

Early in the morning the fleet set off, led by the carriers. The citizens of 
the Glasgow waved them off investing all their hopes in the success of 
the mission. On board the men felt the weight of the civilian 
expectations and were ready and willing to do their bit, come what may. 
Then the ships stopped. The troops could see the Welsh coast - the sea 
in the Channel was too rough for them to continue. The waiting seemed 
interminable and morale began to fall as the reality of their situation hit 
hard. Then came an announcement over the tannoy, a message from 
the King. 

The ships started steaming south again. The end was in sight and the 
mood changed completely. Weaponry was checked yet again and more 
courses were plotted. The troops were on autopilot - their time had 
come. 

Finally the ships reached their target. Just before dawn the planes were 
launched from the carriers. All the skill of the pilots was needed 
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because the ships were in a heavy swell. As each one went the crew 
cheered and before they were all airborne they saw the first aircraft 
going in on the attack. They saw the land based searchlights coming on 
and heard the anti aircraft guns open up. At the same time the  coastal 
defence guns started firing at the invasion fleet. 

The troops felt elated. They had finally arrived and the waiting was over. 
Steeling themselves to do their duty to the utmost and fulfil all the 
hopes and expectations of their families at home, the soldiers loaded 
onto the landing craft and headed for the beaches. 

 

 

 

WAITING AND HOPING 

 used to play games, waiting games, as I called them. 
In my first flat, I had a house plant. I can’t remember 

its name, but what I remember well is 
how fast it grew. You could see day by 
day how its two creepers got longer 
and longer. It was logical to train them 
in different directions, one to the 
right, one to the left. One evening, 
having the usual chat with my 
flatmate before going to bed, the two 
of us looked at the plant and wondered what would 
happen when the two creepers met on the other 
side of the room. “I know,” my friend said, “one of 
us will get married.”  

We did not wait until the branches met. Our 
weddings came before that and just one day apart. 

I
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What happened to the plant afterwards? I have no idea and I guess 
we both lost interest in it.   

Some years later, I was waiting at a London underground station. It 
was nearly midday. I played the waiting game again. I was observing 
the big clock and I was convinced, if the train arrived at noon sharp 
the house which we had decided to buy would be ours. But the train 
was some seconds late and the house hunting started again. 

Now I have lost interest in playing waiting games. Perhaps it is a good 
thing. After all, my wedding came earlier than expected and we 
finally found a house which suited us even better than the one we 
had first chosen. What do I wait for now? The years have told me 
that waiting is linked with hoping. What comes first? You hope for 
something and then you wait for it. Maybe I should call my games 
hoping games. Lately I hope every day anew for some news from my 
daughter. How many times have I sat next to the phone, waiting in 
vain, and how many times have I postponed my morning walk with 
my friend in the hope I would get a call! The time has long gone 
when we, she the student and I, chatted and giggled together for 
hours on the phone. Now I feel forgotten. Should I ring? No! It costs 
too much, and as it is by now Christmas morning in New Zealand, it 
could be that the whole family there is still in bed. Here of course it is 
only Christmas Eve. I shiver while I am looking for my cardigan. The 
flat is dark and has no Christmas decorations as in past years. I 
haven’t bought a tree. What for? Nobody would see it. My sister who 
always visited me at this time has broken her arm and she has doubts 
if she ever will come again as she finds the four hours train journey 
too much. 

I had fallen asleep. Suddenly ringing wakes me. I rush to the phone. 
The phone is silent. It must have been no more than a dream, or was 
it plain fantasy because I can think of nothing else but phone calls? 
Sure enough, I hear ringing again. I realise now that it is the doorbell. 
Who on earth could it be, tonight, at this time?  I turn the hall light 
on and hesitantly I open the front door.  
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It is Susie and Jack, my neighbours from across the road. They smile 
and wish me Happy Christmas, and they wonder if they could come 
in for a while because they, like me, are on their own this evening.   

I switch all the lights on, turn up the gas fire and fetch the biscuit tin 
and glasses while Jack opens the bottle of wine they have brought 
with them. 

 And just as we say “Cheers!” the phone rings.  From the other side 
of the world we can all hear a heartfelt “Happy Christmas”. 

 

 

 

 
LONG EARS (DONKEY) MEETS LONG EARS 

(RABBIT) 
- and what ensued 

 
Now, being a rabbit, I do what I want when I want and 
I'm not bothered about how it affects any other 
creature.  Mostly I eat.   I graze the hills around 

Bethlehem and I devastate your crops.  I'm 
impatient and probably not very good company. 

So it came as a surprise to me that I was 
interested in a conversation I had, last week, with 
another long eared animal.  A donkey wandered 
onto my patch one day and stood with his head 
down looking mournful.  I've seen him around; a 

handsome grey beast with a well defined cross across his shoulders and 
down his back.  He carries heavy loads around the city, his panniers 
always bursting with one thing or another.    
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 'Why so gloomy?' I asked.  He looked up slowly. 

 'Not gloomy,' he answered.  'Just thoughtful.  I've learned 
something about waiting.' 

 'Waiting?' I scoffed.  'You spend whole chunks of your time 
hanging around waiting to be used.  How can you suddenly have 
learned something about it?' 

 'No.  Not hanging around.  Waiting.  I've learned about waiting and 
how it can bring fulfilment.' 

 'Oh?  I'm listening.' 

 'I've been spending some nights, recently, in a stable behind that 
inn with the blue door.  The company's good.  There's another donkey, 
an old ox and a mule who wanders in and out.' 

 'Any rabbits?' 

 'No rabbits.  Well, one night a couple of people came in.  I thought 
it was odd, but I didn't take too much notice.  I was tired; I'd had a long 
day.  Something was going on though.  There was pain, I know that 
much.  And there were voices and tears and a baby crying.' 

 'Is this about waiting?'  I prompted, thereby showing that I was not 
at all good at it. 

 'Oh yes, bear with me.  I was away for a few days on a job, but I 
went back to the stable for a well earned rest.  The people were still 
there, I noticed.  Then one afternoon, the door opened and light 
streamed in followed by three men.  They absolutely stank of camel and 
of weeks of travelling, but there was something about them that made 
me wake up and concentrate on what was going on.  They knelt down 
on the floor and spoke in soft voices to the people with the baby and I 
think they handed various things over as well.  But it was their 
appearance and what they said that intrigued me.  They had those wise 
and gentle faces that you see on men who think rather than shout.  And 
they had long and expressive hands which suggested the rolling and 
unrolling of scrolls, rather than the turning of the soil.   
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''We've waited long years for this moment,''  said the eldest of the 
three.  ''Our fathers and our grandfathers before us spoke of this time, 
of this wonder.  For years we have consulted the charts and read the 
heavens.  We knew the time had come.  We have travelled a long way to 
see this child.  May we stay a while and just look at him, just be with 
him?'' 

I heard a murmur and then there was silence.  I studied the men's faces 
and saw something I have not seen before and will now never forget.  In 
their gnarled faces and dark eyes, which glowed in the dim lamplight, I 
saw years of patient waiting transformed into this moment of beauty 
and gratitude.  For what, I don't know.  I can't imagine what it could 
possibly be that makes people wait for generations and then brings 
them fulfilment in a dank and draughty stable.  But I sensed that those 
men left to begin a new life of deep contentment.' 

The donkey paused and then said, “So you see, I'm not gloomy.  Just 
thoughtful.” 

For once in my life I didn't have a cocky answer.  But instead of 
bounding away, rudely without a word, as I would normally have done, I 
hung around – or should I say waited –  for a few moments and tried to 
imagine the men's faces.  I should like to have seen them.  This story 
was way beyond my own comfort zone, but I can't say that I wasn't 
interested.  Moved, even.  I thought that I should like to have something 
to wait for, to look forward to.  Something that brought me fulfilment 
and contentment.  Something that, perhaps, made me think beyond 
myself for a change. 

Then I shook my long ears, bade farewell to the donkey and hopped, 
with new purpose, away over the hills to find fresh green grass.    
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CHRISTMAS IN WINTER: Objective or Symbolic? 
 
“Why,” said my friend as we travelled through Lancashire, “is Christmas 
in winter? Did God choose December 25th for any particular reason?” 
 
“Well, it is exactly 9 months after the Annunciation on March 25th, so 
that fits. But the early church did not celebrate Jesus’ birth on a 
particular date. That came later. But putting it when it is could convey a 
deeper message, through symbolism. We take it at one level at first and 
go on, if we want. Christmas celebrates new life. Christmas comes here 
just as it is clear that the shortest and darkest day has passed.” 
 
On that journey we came across the crucifixion above the birth in the 
cave. What meaning could that have had for me at the time? 
 
“Why,” my friend asked, “should anyone put the two together? One is a 
scene of joy; the other of horror.” 
 
“Perhaps, it is to make us think. In the one, God gives his son life on 
earth. In the other God seems to be taking it away in the most painful 
way possible. But the first depictions of Jesus were as a bringer of joys, 
together with scenes from the Old Testament. Again, in our religion, the 
way we think now has not always been. Perhaps we really are called to 
change our own understandings, as the original word for ‘repent’ really 
means.” 
 
We stopped for some time in that little village. I had been through 
years of ever-deepening darkness. Then tragedy had struck my parents, 
and through that had come the first glimmers of renewal, the first of 
the longer days. This scene spoke to me somehow. I contemplated; I 
drew it in emotionally. 
 
My companion broke in. “Josephus tells us the crucifixion happened, 
and he was an expert witness, so that’s that. But why did God permit an 
unjust killing, especially of his son? Why didn’t he stop it?” He became 
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quite disturbed; the church was glorifying crime and putting out mixed 
messages and so on. 
 
Well, what was the answer? As we were but a little distance further on 
our journey, I thought of the cross as a symbol of the four elements. 
Later in the week, in Edinburgh, in a country to which a piece of the 
true cross, the holy rood, had been brought, I found others had given 
that interpretation. I was still thinking symbolically and my friend was 
not. 
 
We met again. He said, “Well, have you got an answer? Why were they 
put together, those two scenes?” I said, “Yes, I do have an answer, but 
it is one of many. At different times, different ones will meet our needs. 
For me, at the moment, the two events are about birth into a new life. 
The crucifixion can symbolise the pangs before a new birth, the 
Resurrection. As Christmas comes here when the sky starts to lighten 
again after deepening gloom, so the crucifixion comes in Palestine just 
as new life is being born in the barren desert. We can take the stories 
as they are told, or we can seek moral meanings or we can seek 
something deeper still, as we journey along our way.” 
 
Why tell this story now? That scene, in that little Lancashire village, did 
influence me profoundly. It was like a Christmas gift. Somebody really 
did say that they could not understand why a god could allow their son 
to be killed, but that was actually the following Sunday, one Palm 
Sunday. A liturgical year does have its merits; periodically we can be 
called to examine our understandings and to move them on, according 
to our gifts differing. But the juxtaposition had been deliberate; it had 
had the same purpose of calling us to examine, to question and to 
change our understandings, just as Jesus and John do enjoin us at the 
start of the New Testament. The feasts of the Church do have an 
inward purpose, of which any objective truths are but part. They can 
enable us to understand differently, to use our minds as that of God, to 
participate in the creation of a better world. 
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