
.

God’s Fool

A Short Story of Faith and Realisation

The foolishness of God is wiser than men.
1 Corinthians 1:25.

JIM  COLLINGWOOD  WALKED  SLOWLY across the
hundred yards or so of smooth green grass that

separated the church from the Rectory where he lived.  Jim
had been a priest for about seventeen years, and incumbent
of the Anglican Parish Church of St Alban, Tiverton, for
about five and a half of those.  Tomorrow was Easter Day,
and he had just finished setting up for the service which
was to take place early tomorrow, at six o’clock, the
Easter Vigil.  He had prepared his sermon a couple of days
ago, and had allowed the customary time for it to mature
before he had put the finishing touches to it and declared
it completed, and it was now resting on the pulpit desk
ready to be delivered to the waiting multitude in the
morning.

The guild ladies had put the white frontal for Easter on
the altar, covering the stark bare wood which had been
stripped for Good Friday and Easter Saturday, and the
flowers were in place.  The church looked so different
now, such a contrast with the austere atmosphere of the
last few days which had culminated with the remembrance
of the terrible death of Jesus.  Now the lights were off, the
door was locked as tradition required at sunset, and it
would look like the closed tomb until morning.  Then there
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should be a brilliant sunrise, symbolic of the dawning of
that original Easter.  But there rarely was.

It was getting dark now, about six o’clock in the
evening, and Jim’s wife Kate would be setting the table
for supper.  The kids would be home, except perhaps Meg,
who was seventeen and totally determined to be on the
school badminton team.  Meg remained behind at school
for hours practising her game at every opportunity, and she
never appeared on Saturdays until supper was on the table. 
If anyone was ever dedicated to anything, Jim thought,
Meg was dedicated to her badminton.  For weeks now she
had spent her Saturday afternoons practising, whenever
the gym was open for the basketball team.  They were
participating in a major tournament the week after Easter,
so practice sessions were scheduled for them right through
the holiday period, and this would allow Meg the
opportunity to get in almost every day to practice her
badminton too.  This seemed to be her main interest at the
moment, and Jim admired her single-mindedness at this
pursuit, for it reminded him of his own dogged
determination to succeed.  That was changed now, though:
over the years, one mellowed, and Jim certainly had.  But
Meg was his daughter, and no question: he had possessed
that same stubbornness in his own younger days.  How
different Meg was, from their other daughter, Patsy, three
years younger.  Patsy was like Kate, steady, reliable,
always there when she was needed, always obliging. 
Thank God for people like that.

As Jim crossed the lawn tonight, it was cold, and a
light flurry of snow was settling on the grass which was
yet brown and dead from the winter.  There had been
several days of warm weather, when it looked like spring
had arrived, but then winter had returned, and now the
ground was turning white again.  It was sad how often this
happened at Easter.  They would sing those bright hymns
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that suggested warmth and sunshine, but outside there
would be freezing temperatures, maybe a biting wind, and
everything still looking grey and dead.  Lent, he thought. 
The word meant Spring, but here in these northern climes
it was hardly even late winter, and it could be very
depressing.  How could you in all conscience expect the
congregation to give up some of their creature comforts in
Lent when outside the temperatures might be ten or fifteen
or even more degrees below zero Celsius, along with a
biting wind?  Still, a stalwart few faithful individuals
managed it every year — old Miss Walling and Mrs
Palliser were perfect examples, and Elspeth Brant, too,
who was not old — and it made him feel guilty.  They
never missed a Sunday, no matter what the weather, unless
the service was cancelled.

Each year at this time, Miss Walling would ask him to
stop by her home to discuss her special annual effort for
famine relief, and she would always head it up with a
substantial donation of her own, in the belief that she
could not expect generosity of others if she was not
prepared to set the example herself.  She would canvas
homes, organise fundraisers, and lobby the vestry for a
donation, and would end up with several thousand dollars
collected.  That would be followed quite soon by a similar
call from Mrs Palliser, who ran an annual campaign for the
school in the West Indies where her son was a teacher. 
Both ladies gave generously, yet, Jim knew, neither of
them was wealthy, neither had much beyond their old-age
pensions to live on, nor would they see the age of seventy
again.  But their efforts put to shame many much younger
people, including himself.  He often wondered how he, at
age forty-five, had the gall to stand up there and preach to
those two, who were far better Christians than he could
ever hope to be.  Thank God, though, it was now Easter,
and the gloomy six-week Lenten season was past once
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more.  Now he could live again.  Lent, thought Jim,
seemed to make it very difficult to be a Christian.

The porch lights were on at the Rectory, and there was
a cheerful smell of cooking when he opened the door.

“Is that you, Jim?” called Kate as he entered.  Hearing
him removing his boots, and before he could answer, she
continued.  “Did you see Meg anywhere?”

“Yes, and no,” he replied.  “That sounds like her now,
though.”  He could hear Meg speaking to someone
outside, and then the door opened and she appeared.

“Hi, Dad.”

“Hello, Meg.  How was the practice?”

“Good, very good,” she replied with enthusiasm.

“Who was that you were talking to outside?” he asked.

“Oh, just a boy I met over at school.  He walked home
with me.”

“What’s his name?”

“Robin.  He’s visiting here over Easter, with the
Cullens.  He’s their grandson.  He’s in university, and he
was showing me a few badminton tricks.  He’s a great
player, Dad.”

“Why didn’t you bring him in?  It would have been
nice to meet him,” said Jim, detecting more than the usual
interest on her part in this boy.

“Oh, Dad!  He was late for supper already, and he was
a bit timid about coming here when he found out my Dad
was the minister,” said Meg with a laugh.  “I told him
there’s no need to be scared of you, but he thought he
ought to go home to his grandparents since they were
expecting him.”
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His two teenage daughters often felt that their father’s
profession got in the way when it came to their social life,
so Jim did not pursue this comment.  It could not be
described as a sore point with them, but it had been the
subject of some intense family discussions at various
times.  The girls attended church regularly without
objection, and that pleased him, and they would genuinely
volunteer extra time when some special project was on the
go.  But they had no interest in being members of the
choir, or helping at Sunday School, or being more deeply
involved on a regular basis than they now were.  He
wished they would show a little more interest, and at times
he found himself comparing them, especially Meg, with
Elspeth Brant, who was involved with a number of church
activities.  To his disappointment, Meg showed no such
interest at all.  Maybe that would change, as she got a bit
older.  She was only sixteen now, and Elspeth was twenty-
five, in her last year at university.  Also, Elspeth’s father
was not a priest.

To be fair, though, his girls did not complain much, and
he knew that their lives were inevitably different from
those of their friends.  Other kids, whose fathers had
‘normal’ jobs, got to sleep in on Sunday mornings, but not
the Collingwoods.  Tomorrow they would all be up at
dawn for the parish sunrise breakfast, but unless the
weather improved a lot, no one would see an actual
sunrise, only a chilly grey daybreak.  Even their Sunday
activities were restricted, for they could never as a family
take off for the day, like other people could, except in
summer when he had his annual vacation.  Jim tried to
keep one day a week for family — Saturdays, which were
not school days for the girls, but when they might have
activities where he and Kate should attend as parents.  But
too often things happened; unplanned things, like a
parishioner seriously ill, or a death with a family to
console, emergencies to demand his presence, and of
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course Saturdays were the favourite day for weddings.  It
was one reason why Meg had become so involved in her
badminton, which mostly had tournaments on Saturdays. 
But both Meg and Patsy were pretty good kids, on the
whole.

“Supper’s on the table,” called Kate.

�      �      �      �      �

LATER THAT NIGHT, Jim was lying in bed, thinking. 
Kate had gone to sleep, and the Rectory was quiet but

for the sounds of sleeping people.  Jim was mulling over
the events of the day, as he often did before he went to
sleep.  His daughters were quite justified in their
occasional complaints about how his chosen profession
impinged upon their lives, but what they had to put up
with was really nothing, he thought, compared with his
own problems at times.  There’s no other profession that
has to put up with what a priest must accept, and at the
same time have no means of dealing with it other than his
faith.  Of course, that should be enough, he thought, but
sometimes even the strongest faith was put on trial.  True,
the police have their difficulties, and so do social workers,
and nurses, and even doctors, although the money the
doctors make should enable them to compensate quite
effectively; but all these others are able to get away and let
their hair down on occasion.  Only the clergy can’t do that,
he thought somewhat bitterly.  We are always on display,
no matter where.  They had their turns on call, but he, sole
priest in his parish, was on call practically all the time.  He
would enjoy, just occasionally, to be able to open a bottle
of wine at supper and get a little merry with Kate, but
what if he was called out to the hospital, or to a bereaved
family, and he arrived with alcohol on his breath?  His
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sense of responsibility, and his faith that made him so
responsible, were too ingrained to allow him to
compromise himself.

Beside him, Kate breathed steadily, and he listened
attentively for a few moments.  She was a wonderful wife,
had borne him two fine daughters.

But he knew that she had never claimed to have the
faith that had driven him towards ordination some twenty
years ago.  She had always been most supportive of his
efforts, and she had more than accepted her duties as the
wife of a parish priest, but always for her it had been a
labour of love, rather than of faith; and not only agape, but
of love for him, he felt certain.  Many years before, Kate
had decided that her family was her vocation, and she had
passed up a career of her own, throwing her lot in with his. 
What he had wanted, with few exceptions, she had also
wanted.  And he knew that if he had been successful in
anything, much of it was because of her support.  True,
she had often justified to him her religious beliefs and
actions on the basis of a kind of faith, perhaps more a
confidence, in the Church as a social institution.  But hers
was not a justification by faith, or even a theological
justification, and he often felt that he was unfairly
capitalising on her love for him. This was what made it
difficult at times for him to bear, knowing his daughters’
feelings too,.  But Kate had never complained.  And that
made it harder still, because she was bearing a large part
of his burden as well as her own.  He was quite convinced
that even though Kate openly admitted to possessing little
of what she herself could judge as real Christian faith, her
support was responsible for at least half of what he could
claim as his faith.  And Jim was convinced that in the eyes
of God a faith like hers was just as meaningful, just as
valid, and just as important as any other.
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Then there was his doubt of his own strength.  This was
where his problem with Elspeth began.  Elspeth was
twenty-five, about nine years older than Meg.  Any
comparison of Elspeth and Meg was really very unfair,
because of the difference in their ages, but Jim wished
powerfully that Meg had some of the same interests. 
Elspeth was a student of music at the university, and had
been very regular at St Alban’s Church for a couple of
years now.  She taught Sunday School, was a member of
the choir, and she was frequently called upon to sing solos
on special days.  Also, if Bert Emerson, the high school
music teacher and the regular organist, was not available,
as was often the case when golf was in season, she would
play the organ.  She was good at it, too.  And for this
Easter Vigil service Elspeth was the organist, because Bert
refused to get up for six o’clock.

Three other facts about Elspeth were also significant. 
First, she had not always belonged to St Alban’s.  Until
she went to the university, she had attended the First
Church of the Assembly of Christ with her parents, but as
her interest in music had grown, she had found decreasing
satisfaction in what that church had to offer.  Instead, she
had discovered the ageless Anglican liturgy much more to
her liking.  After attending a few services, she had decided
to “come over”, a move which was frowned upon, and
severely criticised by her parents, her father in particular,
and also the Assembly pastor, all of whom had quite
clearly let her know their feelings.  She had been about
twenty then, and very troubled about these critical
attitudes, and Jim had deemed it necessary to have several
long chats with her at that time.

Second, about a year ago, Elspeth had informed Jim
that she was interested in ordination.  He thought back to
that Sunday morning, after service, when she had
approached him and requested a few minutes of his time. 
He had thought she wanted to speak about something to do
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with the music.  They had sat in the back of the church
after everyone else left, and she had spoken of how she
felt that she wanted to offer herself for ministry in the
Anglican Church, but she was not yet quite sure why, or
what she had to offer.  She felt that more was needed than
her ability with music and her interest in theology.  He
agreed with her that more was needed, and had told her to
wait: if she had a real calling, in due time God would
make her certain of it.

Third — and this was the fact that, when combined
with the other ones, caused Jim the most trouble —
Elspeth Brant was an attractive young woman.  He had
been very pleased when she had mentioned her thoughts
about ordination.  Then he began to wonder: he was used
to being privy to the innermost thoughts of his
parishioners — that was a major part of his job — but he
had been especially pleased when she had come to him. 
Was it because of her stated hopes, or was it just that he
was flattered that so lovely a girl should choose him as her
confidant?  He was unable to resolve that question to his
own satisfaction, and thus he began to suspect his own
motives.

From the outset it should be made clear that Jim was
the very measure of propriety when it came to his dealings
with members of the opposite sex, or with any of his
congregation.  Nor were there any inadequacies in the
relationship that he and Kate had: theirs was a very
healthy marriage.  The problem was nothing like that.

On many occasions during services he had sat in the
Chancel, listening, entranced, as Elspeth sang an anthem,
and in his naïve way he had often wondered if his
admiration of her singing and her beauty amounted, in
Biblical terminology, to lust.  In his most self-critical
moments, he began to feel certain of it.  Hadn’t he often
admired her trim ankles as she walked ahead of him during
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the processionals?  Hadn’t he often found himself gazing
— lasciviously, he was sure — at the suggestions of
feminine undulation which her choir gown betrayed.  At
such times, especially if he had just preached a sermon on
hypocrisy, or the sinful lusts of the flesh, he felt as if he
should publicly denounce himself and, following the
Bible’s injunction, put out the eyes which offended.

All too powerful also were the effects on him of the
Biblical passages which referred to the sins of those who
committed adultery in the heart.  No matter that his
thoughts were not adulterous and he had not in his heart
broken the Seventh Commandment, it was sufficient for
him to condemn himself for being aware of Elspeth’s
physical attractions.  To admire the singing might be
permissible, but the other was a form of covetousness that,
despite Elspeth’s not being another man’s wife, seemed to
him sometimes to break the Tenth Commandment.  In
twenty years of marriage to Kate, though, he had never
been unfaithful, never even entertained the notion, and it
was no different now.  But he thought he had some
understanding of why individuals such as Simeon Stylites,
Abelard, Thomas Aquinas, and countless others, had
practised self-immolation and even worse crimes against
themselves.  And always these disturbing thoughts
afflicted him in the dead of night, the most difficult time,
when issues like these seemed indomitable.

Sometimes Jim would think that he should have been
a Jewish rabbi, for whom the joys of procreation and the
flesh were not prohibited, and the medieval guilt of the
spirit-body dichotomy was not, and never had been, a
tradition.  Guiltily he would think of the pleasure he took
in sex with Kate, and he would try to alleviate the guilt by
remembering the words of Moshe, an old rabbi he used to
enjoy talking with in his seminary days.  Moshe had come
to Canada after World War Two, having narrowly escaped
the Nazi gas chambers in eastern Europe.  The Jews were
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successful, Moshe would boast with a twinkle in his eye,
in so many areas — science, medicine, psychology,
theology, literature, and especially music — because of
centuries of uninhibited procreation which had expanded
and enriched the gene pool: their brightest and best were
encouraged to have children.  Then the old rabbi would
compare this with the medieval Christian ethic, where the
monastic tradition had for centuries demanded celibacy of
its adherents, the intellectual cream of society; it was a
miracle, Moshe would say in his quizzical manner, that by
the end of the Middle Ages the society of western Europe
was not reduced to a continent of neanderthals.  It was
Moshe’s opinion, in fact, that if most of the leaders of
medieval Christendom had not flouted the celibacy
prohibition, they would inevitably have degenerated into
a race of morons.  What was the point, the old man used to
say, of the celibate rule of the medieval church?  God gave
us a useful and enjoyable gift, and instructed us to be
fruitful, and multiply.  So why not make the most of it? 
This was Jewish doctrine, but behind Jim Collingwood
were centuries of pent-up guilt which would suggest that
even looking a bit too long at an attractive woman was
sinful.  And, thought Jim sadly, maybe it was.

Jim lay on his back, his eyes widening more and more
to take in the dim light which filtered through the bedroom
window.  Biblical quotations, contradictory and confusing,
echoed in his somnolent mind: Be fruitful, and multiply,
and replenish the earth, God had said to Adam and Eve,
and to Noah and his sons; If thine eye offend thee, pluck it
out, said Jesus to his followers.  But where was a healthy,
red-blooded Christian supposed to look, even in church? 
And there beside him was Kate, innocently asleep.  Little
did she know that she was the focus of his most poignant
thoughts, and perhaps, through her own lack of traditional
faith, the most potent vehicle of his salvation ...
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His mind drifted back to the service on Good Friday. 
The church was so bare and austere for that.  There were
no flowers, even on the altar, and much of the music was
in a minor key to emphasise the sadness of the occasion. 
He was sitting in his usual chancel seat, and Elspeth was
on the other side, opposite him.  Today the choir wore
only black, and in that drab outfit Elspeth was if anything
more radiant as she stood to sing.  The words Jim had read
in that service echoed ironically in his head: There is no
beauty ...  But he was not supposed to think things like this
when he was in church, and especially not on so solemn an
occasion as Good Friday.  He had been mortified with
guilt, and it had made a powerful impression on him.  That
was why the thought had returned to him now, in the
silence and gloom of the night.  

Perhaps he needed counselling.  He had talked to Kate
about it, and she had calmly told him not to worry. 
Perhaps he should discuss it with Eric, the Bishop.  That’s
part of what the Bishop’s there for, when his clergy have
quandaries like this.  It was really very difficult to operate
sincerely and honestly as a priest when he was afflicted
with such disturbing notions.

Nor was he troubled with only these doubts about his
moral suitability.  He also questioned his worthiness on
the basis of his failure to work harder.  Miss Walling and
Mrs Palliser seemed to be tireless in their devotion to what
they believed was important.  Jim worked quite hard, but
always felt that he could work harder.  Kate told him, and
he knew in his heart she was right, that he was entitled to
some relaxation, and indeed that he must have some time
to do what he enjoyed, even if what he chose to do was
totally useless.  But when he took time out to do these
things, he weighed himself in the balance against those
two elderly ladies, and found himself wanting.  It was only
a few hours now before he had to deliver that Easter
sermon, and all those people were expecting to hear from
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him, guilt-ridden Jim Collingwood, some words which
would deepen their spiritual understanding and assist them
in better leading the Christian lives they all wanted.  How
could he, with his sinful thoughts of Good Friday so close
behind him, and his self-admitted slothfulness in so many
areas, set himself up as an example to these people?  He
tried to tell himself that he was not really so bad — he had
every right to take a little time out for his own recreation. 
Nor had he done anything to be ashamed of in regard to
Elspeth.  He had not molested the girl, or even made
improper suggestions to her, and he would never do so. 
But he could not escape the idea that he may have been as
guilty in his heart of doing some of these things as were
many of those clergy, teachers, youth leaders, and others
who had given in to their salacious desires and were so
frequently in the news these days.  The difference between
him and them was, in the last analysis, only a matter of
degree, he told himself.  For an hour or two he let these
thoughts control his mind when he should have been
innocently sleeping, like Kate beside him.  Then, finally,
he drifted into a fitful, shallow sleep ...

Five-fifteen, and the alarm sounded.  He reached out
and pressed the snooze button, silencing it for another ten
minutes.  Kate was close behind him, against him, fitted
next to him like they were two spoons in a cutlery box.  He
could doze five more minutes, enjoying the warm feel of
her body next to his.  But this was Easter morning, the
celebration of the Resurrection, and he had to get moving
very soon.  Jesus never knew the pleasure of a woman’s
comfort, or so the canonical Gospels imply, and he
suffered inconceivable pain for us ...  The least Jim could
do, he concluded, was to get up and be bright and early to
the service.

The strife is o’er., the battle done.  Not for Jim.  As the
Gradual hymn finished, he listened to the Gospel being
read, then he walked slowly towards the pulpit steps. 
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Elspeth was there in the choir, and he had to pass right
beside her.  He turned his head away as he passed her.  If
thine eye offend thee, pluck it out ...  Was he really
expected to do that?

He climbed the steps and waited for the hymn to finish,
looking at the congregation without seeing them.  Thank
God for the priestly vestments, which did something at
least to segregate him from everyone else, to give him
some anonymity in his sacred role.

He looked down at the sea of faces below him, and
there were Miss Walling and Mrs Palliser in their usual
seats, faces upturned towards him, eagerly awaiting the
message they expected him to have for them this new
Easter Sunday.  It was amazing how those two always
seemed to find something of value in his sermon, no
matter how bathetic and uninspired it may have seemed to
him.  Their reactions were the source of both concern and
satisfaction to him: concern because he was made to
realise the responsibility he had to some members of his
congregation in the maintenance of their faith, and
satisfaction because he was also allowed to see the grace
of God working so effectively through even such a humble
and imperfect vessel as he was.

“May the words of my mouth, and the thoughts of my
heart ...” he began.  Yes, the thoughts.  What a good thing
only God knew of those.  There was Kate, faithfully
supporting him down there with her presence in the second
row, and Meg, and Patsy — good old Kate, who admitted
to no great religious faith, but whose faith in him seemed
more important now than his own faith in God.  There
were Miss Walling and Mrs Palliser, who, unknown to
themselves, kept him going with their constant
expectations of some worthwhile thoughts from him on an
occasion like this.  There were the Cullens, and their
grandson Robin, the boy who had been practising
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badminton with Meg yesterday, and who had refused to
come in because her father was a minister.  There was
Elspeth, who, because she liked it better, had voluntarily
started attending this church where he happened to be
priest; Elspeth, who caused him to wonder whether the
mediaevals might have been mistaken in their soul and
body dichotomy; Elspeth, whose presence could be an
indication to him that even with his self-confessed
lasciviousness he might be the catalyst by which a few
could find their way to God.  Elspeth.  Perhaps he was
condemning himself by thinking about her too much. 
Perhaps that was his mistake.

As Jim stood there and delivered his Easter morning
sermon, warming to the magnificence of the Resurrection
theology, he understood momentarily that no more was
expected of him than this sincere effort.  He was a man,
and God knew the weaknesses and susceptibility, and even
the very innermost thoughts, of a man.  Since by man came
death, by man came also the resurrection of the dead.  The
focus of Easter: God redeemed the world by a man.  So
who was he, Jim Collingwood, or who were any of the
millions of Christians throughout the world today who
would hear those words, who were any of them to question
the efficacy of what God had planned?  He, Jim, as a
minister of God, was merely the instrument.  God knew
what he was about, and Jim didn’t need to know.

The sermon was hitting the mark with the
congregation: they all sat perfectly still, attentive. 
Perhaps, he was thinking to himself as they sang the
offertory hymn after he had left the pulpit, his own
weaknesses, and especially his awareness of them, put him
in a better position to minister to these people than he had
realised.  Jesus had been able to minister to the needs of
mankind so well, not because he was the Son of God, but
because he was the Son of Man.  Maybe that was the key.
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Then it was time for the Communion.  The choir and
organist came up first, and there was Elspeth again,
kneeling in front of him.  As he administered, he always
made eye contact with the person when he said the words,
and often people would smile, acknowledging the bond
between priest and parishioner.  This happened today as he
went along the row, and it happened when he reached
Elspeth.  Her eyes twinkled at him, and he found himself
thinking what pretty eyes she had.  If she knew what he
was thinking, would her eyes still twinkle so readily?  He
smiled back as he spoke the Communion words to her. 
Could she know what his thoughts were?  If so, she gave
no indication, no more than did anyone else in his
congregation.  Even his wife, Kate, never seemed to see
him as anything other than a priest when he was
administering the Communion.  Perhaps he was too
concerned about something that bothered no one else at
all, something they did not even notice.  But they always
seemed so innocent, and he felt so guilty.  Maybe, though,
the vestments really did serve to remove enough humanity
that his failings became insignificant and the people saw
him only as a priest.

The service concluded, and while Elspeth remained at
the organ and played an organ arrangement of that
wonderfully exuberant Russian Easter Festival Overture
by Rimsky-Korsakov, he greeted the congregation as they
filed out and went into the parish hall for the Easter
breakfast.  That was always a pleasant occasion, when
everyone was cheerful and friendly, all glad to be out from
under the pall of Lent.  Then later, when he and Kate and
the girls were walking across the snowy lawn back to the
Rectory, the sun was breaking through the clouds and the
snow seemed to be starting to melt.  He felt a little more
positive about things now.  Perhaps spring really was
almost here.

�      �      �      �      �
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Next week was the start of the golf season, and Bert
Emerson the organist had served notice that he would be
worshipping on the golf course on Sunday.  To give Bert
due credit, he was reliable throughout the winter, but when
the golf course opened, that was it.  He made sure that Jim
knew of his plans well in advance, and he asked Elspeth to
resume her habitual post of reserve organist for the
summer, and then he was gone until school started again
in September.

Jim would meet with the organist each week to plan the
music for the service, and usually this would be
immediately before the choir practice on Wednesday
evening.  However, this week he was to be out of town on
Wednesday, so he dropped in at the Brant home to meet
with Elspeth on Tuesday evening instead.

When Elspeth had left her parents’ church in favour of
the Anglican brand of Christianity, Rob Brant, a blunt
working man who had grown up in the industrial midlands
of England and emigrated to Canada shortly after World
War Two, had been very critical.  Carrie, his wife, always
quiet and subservient, had been inclined to agree with her
husband, but she had nevertheless stood between Rob and
Elspeth with the protectiveness of a mother when Rob had
told Elspeth how he felt about her announcement of her
change of allegiance.  The experience had been so
perturbing for Elspeth that for a brief period she had gone
to live on the university campus.  This had soon proved
too expensive, and a few weeks later, when the feud was
quietened somewhat, at her mother’s request she had
moved back to the Brant home.

On this Tuesday evening, Carrie Brant had gone to a
church meeting, and Rob was in his workshop behind the
house when Jim arrived at about eight-thirty.  While he
was still there, Rob finished his work outside and came in
to the kitchen where Elspeth and Jim sat on either side of
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the table, hymnals and prayer books open, and music
sheets spread around.

“Good evening, Mr Brant,” greeted Jim cheerfully as
he entered.  “We’re just getting some music ready for the
Sunday services.”

“Evening, sir.  Music, eh?” replied Brant, his voice
gruffly hinting disapproval, but sufficiently polite not to
be offensive.

“Yes, sir.  Your daughter has some excellent ideas to
improve our worship, too.”  Brant did not reply, and Jim
tried making more conversation to fill the awkward
silence.  “A cold evening, I’d say, Mr Brant, for the time
of the year?” Jim asked.

“Yes, sir, you could say so,” came the reply, a little
cooler this time.  “Mother not back yet, Else?”

“Not yet, Dad,” Elspeth answered.  “They’re late
tonight.  Shall I make a cup of tea for you?”

“Best wait till Mother comes, Else.  She’ll want a cup
too,” said Brant.

“Okay,” said Elspeth, and she and Jim resumed their
planning.  Meanwhile Brant picked up the evening paper
and began reading.  After a moment or two he spoke again.

“I see there’s a few parsons been getting in trouble, sir. 
Any of them you know?” he asked.

Jim knew that a priest in a town some distance away
had recently been charged with the sexual assault of some
choirboys, and that it had been reported very thoroughly in
the papers.  Elspeth looked up, a little apprehensive that
her father was pursuing such a topic with the priest.

“I read about that, too, Mr Brant,” Jim answered, “but
I don’t know the man, or anyone who was involved.  It
wasn’t in this diocese.”
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“Maybe not, but he belonged one of your churches,
didn’t he?”

“Oh, yes, I’m afraid I can’t deny that one.  We have
some people who don’t behave themselves as well as they
should, just like every other church has.  I think his bishop
has suspended him, though.”

“Suspended him?  I should think so,” said Brant, not
hiding his disapproval.  “If it was up to me, I’d suspend
him all right, as high as I could get him, doing them things
to kids.  And they was lads, not even lasses, he did it to!”
There was another pause here, and then Elspeth
responded.

“Come on, Dad, does it make it less of a crime if he
had molested girls instead of boys?” she intervened.

“If it was lasses, at least it means the man’s straight,
doesn’t it?” Brant asked, with a little heat.  “But by my
reckoning this fellow was queer.”

“Yes, but I think that’s a bit beside the point, really,
Dad.  Either way, it’s no way for a priest to behave.”

“Well, I reckon that’s what happens when they let
queers be parsons.  Didn’t they pass a resolution allowing
that in your church a year or two back, Mr Collingwood? 
And women too?”

“Yes, they did, both.  There are some first rate women
clergy, too.”  Then he added, “I think Elspeth might make
a very fine one, if that’s what she decides to do with her
life.”

“Well, it’s not anything I’m very fussy about,” returned
Brant.  “It wouldn’t happen in any church that’s got any
kind o’ sense at all o’ what’s right and what’s wrong.  As
far as I know, St Paul didn’t think much of it.  I think it’s
just askin’ for trouble, lettin’ women in like that!  Look at
all them nuns back years ago, plenty o’ trouble.”
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“Not necessarily, Mr Brant.  Everybody is entitled to
worship God, and in my opinion anyone should be able to
be a priest, provided he, or she, is a true believer in Jesus
Christ and tries to live the life of a decent moral person.”

“And end up with trouble like this here in the paper?”
Brant asked indignantly, his voice betraying his rising
anger.

“Daddy ... just because the church ordains women, it
doesn’t mean there’s going to be trouble, you know!  That
priest wasn’t a woman, was he?” Elspeth interjected,
hoping to convince her father of his error.

“No, but he was queer.  Anyway, what do you know
about it, Else? Your head has been pumped full of all
kinds of nonsense since you started going to that place.  I
knew no good would come of it.”  Brant was slowly
beginning to lose his temper now.  Unwisely, Jim tried to
intervene, but merely aggravated him further.

“Mr Brant, your daughter’s a smart girl, you know, and
if she decides to be ordained, it will be the right decision
for her, with God on her side.  I wouldn’t make too hasty
a judgement about her if I were you.”

This was as much as Rob Brant could take.

“If I needed help from the likes o’ you to raise my
family, I would ’ave asked for it.  But I reckon you’re no
better than the rest of them I ’ear about in the news all the
time.  You’ve done a pretty good job of mixing my
daughter up, mister, and I don’t thank you for it.  I don’t
know what you did to get ’er over there at your place, but
whatever it was, it shouldn’t be allowed.  One church ’as
no right to steal members from another.”

“Mr Brant, we didn’t steal Elspeth from your church. 
She came because she wanted to — she chose to come,
freely,” Jim tried to explain.
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“It wasn’t right fer ’er to desert the church she was
raised in, fer whatever reason,” Brant argued.  “You can
put it whatever way you want, but it’s still the same thing,
either desertion, or theft!”

“But Mr Brant, look at all the Anglicans, and Catholics,
and United Church people who have gone over to your
church in recent years.  That’s a lot more than went the
other way.”

“I don’t know about that,” said Brant, unable to make
a reasoned response to what he was compelled to
recognise as a fact.  But he was not going to listen to any
logical arguments at this point, and his temper was starting
to get the better of him.  He paused briefly, and then
gathered his courage to make a final assault, which was
not easy for him.  He was an intelligent man, but he felt
himself disadvantaged in comparison with this man of
superior learning.  Instead, he decided to terminate the
argument.

“Mr Collingwood, I’d thank you to get out of this ’ouse
now, and not to come ’ere again.  Take your books with
you, and please stop interferin’ in my family!”

“Daddy,” said Elspeth, rising from her chair almost in
tears, “Reverend Collingwood had nothing to do with my
going to St Alban’s.  I went there because I wanted to, and
I’m glad I did.  I think you should apologise for saying
that!”

“I apologise for nothing, lass!  I meant what I said, and
I’ll say it again if I need to.  And I can see they’ve got you
pretty well brainwashed.”

Brant was not a physically violent man, but his temper
was getting the better of him now, and his voice was
taking on a harsh, uncompromising note.  Elspeth sat
down again, her head in her hands, crying.  Jim decided it
would be better if he left, and was collecting up his books. 
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When he heard Elspeth sobbing, he put his hand
reassuringly on her shoulder.  She reached round and put
her hand on his, in a gesture to thank him for his attempt
to help.

“I’d better go, Elspeth.  We’ll finish this another time,”
he said.  She nodded, without looking up.

“Thank you,” she said quietly.

“Yes, I think it’s ’igh time you left,” said Brant. 
“Women parsons!  I want no daughter o’ mine to be that! 
That’s the ’ole trouble, if you ask me!  Women are
wearing the pants too much these days!  You’ve done
enough damage.  You’ve torn my family apart, it seems to
me.  Go, and leave us alone.  And keep your ’ands off o’
my daughter.”  Here he paused again, but when he
glimpsed Jim’s hand on Elspeth’s shoulder, he added with
marked hostility, “Too much familiarity, as well.  Some o’
you parsons are a bit too free wi’ that sort o’ thing.”

This last remark, delivered with a snarl, hit Jim where
it hurt most, and he drew his hand back sharply.  He
picked up his books and went to the door.  But the damage
had been done in that split second.  Rob Brant’s sharp eyes
saw his reaction, and he put, as he thought, two and two
together.

“Ha! just like I thought!” he gloated, coarsely.  “I knew
summat was goin’ on, ‘tween you two!”

“Daddy, that’s a lie, and you know it.  Reverend
Collingwood is a wonderful priest, and he would not do
any such thing!  And what are you suggesting about me,
too, your own daughter?  What does it say about me?” 
Elspeth’s face was flushed and streaked with tears as she
spoke, but Brant did not seem to care.

“Maybe it tells the truth about you, Else,” he replied. 
“You’ve changed over these last few years, I reckon. 
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You’ve let yourself be corrupted.  If you was younger, I
could do something about it, but you’re a woman now, not
a child, and I’d just be a laughing stock.  And I don’t think
much o’ that familiarity, either.  Jim this, Jim that!  It’s no
way to talk to a clergyman.  Nobody calls Pastor
Prendergast by ’is first name!  Altogether too much
familiarity, if you ask me!  More than one young lass ’as
been knocked up by that kind o’ shenanigans!”

Jim was appalled at what Brant was suggesting, and he
was reluctant to leave Elspeth here alone with her father
while he was in so critical a mood.  He wished Carrie
would come home, but there was no sign of her yet.

“Perhaps you’d better come with me for the moment,
Elspeth, till your mother gets home,” said Jim, opening the
door.  “Kate or I will run you home later.”  Elspeth
followed him out, grabbing a coat from beside the door.

“Aye, maybe you’d better.  Women parsons an’ all,”
Brant sneered.  “Might ’a known no good would come o’
that!”

Jim’s car was parked in the driveway, and they got in
and left.  Curtains nearby moved as neighbours covertly
watched the scene, whose last few seconds had been
played noisily by the open kitchen door.

“I’ll come back later tonight, when I know Mom will
be home,” said Elspeth to her father, tearfully wiping her
nose.

“Suit yourself, lass!” Brant answered roughly, shutting
the door with a bang.

�      �      �      �      �
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AT  ELEVEN  O’CLOCK Jim and Kate were sitting in their
living room at the Rectory having a cup of tea before

retiring to bed.  Kate had just returned from driving
Elspeth back to her parents’ home.

“Kate, I don’t know why, but I found myself unable to
cope with Rob Brant at all, especially after one particular
remark,” said Jim.  Elspeth had recounted most of the
incident to Kate already, but had avoided her father’s last
few most pungent remarks.  Now, in the privacy of their
own living room, Jim completed the details.  “Kate, the
girl was in tears, her head down on the table, and as I was
collecting up my papers I put my hand on her shoulder,
just to reassure her.  He saw it, and said something about
keeping my hands off her, and that we — I guess he meant
clergy — are too free with that sort of thing.  Does he
really think I’m ...  ?”

“There’s no knowing what he might think, dear.  He’d
just been reading the paper.  Those incidents are
disturbing to decent people anyway ... and he felt
threatened.  I’m sure he’s a decent man at heart ... just
misguided in his simplicity.  That could explain a lot.”

“But he seemed as if he really thought I had corrupted
his daughter.  There’s absolutely no cause for that.  I know
it, and you do, and Elspeth does, and so does anybody with
a grain of common sense.  I have never, never in my whole
life, done that.  What Elspeth wants to do with her life is
entirely her own idea.  I have even advised her to think
very carefully about it, before she makes any decisions,”
Jim stated agitatedly.

“You don’t have to convince me, Jim, dear, and don’t
get into a tizzy over it.”  Kate used words like “tizzy” in a
subconscious effort to make the incident seem
commonplace, but it was not succeeding.
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“She’s a wonderful musician, Kate, and I think she
might be a fine priest if she follows it through.  She’s also
a very beautiful girl, and I can’t help noticing that
whenever I see her,” Jim went on.  “But as for taking
advantage of her, no, I couldn’t.  I wouldn’t do it.  That
would mean going against everything I believe.  But to
hear a person say something like that, it scares me.  How
many other people might be thinking what he’s thinking,
Kate?”

“Jim, he was just upset, and feeling threatened,” Kate
reiterated, still trying to ease her husband’s consternation. 
“His daughter was taking sides against him, and with you,
or so it looked to him, I’m sure.  She’s their only daughter
too, remember.  And that, combined with her having left
their own church, has made him defensive.  That’s all.  It’s
nothing to get so concerned about, and it’s certainly not
your fault.”

“But that kind of talk can be so damaging in a small
town like this.  If he said publicly what he said tonight, it
would tear St Alban’s Parish apart.  It would totally
destroy everything we’ve worked for here these last five
years.  And look at what it would do to Meg and Patsy,
and you, too.”

Kate came over, sat on the arm of his chair, and put her
head on his.  She thought a moment before she spoke.

“Jim, has anybody else ever made any suggestion like
that before?”

“No, not that I have heard, anyway,” he replied.

“Right, then.  Have you done anything to be ashamed
of since you’ve been here at St Alban’s?”

“I don’t think so, no.”
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“Then who, in his right mind, would take the slightest
bit of notice of Rob Brant?” she asked, squeezing Jim’s
shoulder.

“Maybe you’re right,” he conceded.  “But part of it is
how I feel, too.”

“What does that mean?”

“Well, like I said, Elspeth is an attractive girl, and I
can’t help being aware of it.  I like attractive women, you
know that.  After all, I married one.”

Kate laughed and squeezed his shoulder again.  That
was one of the things she had admired about Jim, ever
since she had got to know him—even when he was in a
tight spot, he never lost his sense of humour.

“And that’s fine.  I trust you, and I’ve got more to lose
than anybody else,” she said.  “So where does that leave
us?”

“Well, I find myself looking at her in church, and when
she sings, I enjoy it so much it almost feels wicked.  I feel
guilty, as if I shouldn’t enjoy it.  And I like talking to her,
and planning the services with her.  She has so many good
ideas,” he went on.  “But I get to wondering a bit about my
own motives, sometimes, and it bothers me.  I’m her
pastor, and I shouldn’t feel like that, and I don’t feel that
way about any of the other women or girls in the
congregation.”

“Jim, it doesn’t bother me.  I think she admires you, for
the kind of priest you are, and you admire her for her
musical ability.  You’re both very capable people.  She has
more to offer than most, and you appreciate that.  If she
was seventy years old, and plain to boot, you wouldn’t
have this hangup.  It’s just because she is attractive and
young, and you are thinking that you as a priest should not
be conscious of such things.  But you’re a man, and it’s
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normal.  You have it under control, so it’s not a problem,
my love.  Come on, now, it’s nearly midnight, let’s go to
bed!  Or am I too old and grey for you?” she teased, rising
from the chair arm.

“Okay, I guess you’re right, really, but ...”  He stood up
and put his arm round her, kissing her on the head.

“But nothing,” she interrupted.  “A priest is a man, too,
and just as susceptible to a pretty girl as a lawyer or a
truck driver or any other man.  You’re all animals
anyway,” she laughed.  “The time when I’ll begin
worrying about you, is when you stop noticing pretty girls
like Elspeth.  When that happens I shall begin to think you
won’t be around much longer!”  Laughing, she took him
by the hand and led him upstairs.

�      �      �      �      �

ON FRIDAY MORNING Jim was visited by Pastor John
Prendergast of the First Church of the Assembly of

Christ of Tiverton.  Prendergast had been in Tiverton less
than two years, so he was conversant only with what he
had been told about events at the time of Elspeth’s leaving
his church to join the Anglicans.  And if Rob Brant’s
vituperative remarks last night were in any way typical of
the feelings of other congregants of the First Assembly of
Christ, he was likely to have a very jaundiced viewpoint. 
However Jim was confident that he had been given more
than enough details before he arrived at the Rectory this
morning.  The two knew each other fairly well from
having served in the same town for a year or so, and they
had worked on a number of projects together with other
clergy in the town.  Jim took the Pastor into his study.
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“Good morning ... James,” greeted the Pastor.  He
habitually spoke with this strange hesitation before the
name of the person he was addressing, and was always
very formal in his speech.  Subconsciously Jim somehow
attributed this to the literal approach favoured by
Prendergast’s theology.

“Good morning, John.  And to what do we owe so early
a call this fine spring morning?” Jim asked, although he
had guessed the reason for Prendergast’s visit, and had
been expecting it since Wednesday night.  The Pastor did
not mince words.

“There’s a little matter of the Brant daughter, Elspeth,
that I think we need to discuss.  I was called to their home
yesterday by Mrs Brant, and both she and her husband
were very upset with certain ... er ... events ... James.”

He seemed embarrassed, and he continued in his slow,
stilted speech.  It was hard to imagine this man as a
charismatic preacher, but he was recognised as such.  Jim
waited for him to continue.

“Go ahead, John,” said Jim when the Pastor appeared
to be hesitating.  Since Prendergast had broached the
topic, it was up to him to pursue it, and Jim had no
intention of making it easier for him.

“James ... what was your part in encouraging Miss
Brant to leave the Assembly of Christ and attach herself to
your congregation?” inquired Prendergast.  “I understand
you were the incumbent here at that time?”

“Yes, I was, John.  I hadn’t been here very long, only
about a year.  I think.  She had simply started coming to
St Alban’s.  It was her own decision, with no influence
from me or, so far as I know, any of our congregation.” 
He could have said more, but he had no intention of
passing on to Prendergast any details of the talks about
possible ordination or other concerns that he had with
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Elspeth: that was privileged information, between him as
priest and her as parishioner.

“Very well.  Did you and she discuss the relative merits
of our two churches at that time ... James?” pursued
Prendergast.

“Well, naturally, we spoke of such things,” Jim
admitted, “but if you want to know what her views are,
then you will have to talk to her yourself.  She is an adult
and certainly very able to speak for herself.  As you must
know, John, I can’t discuss the personal views of my
parishioners with anyone, except my Bishop, and then
only in very general terms.”

“James ... at the request of her parents, I have
attempted to discuss it with her, but without success.  I had
hoped that, under the circumstances,”— the Pastor
emphasised the words — “you might be a little more
forthcoming than Miss Brant was.  She refused to speak to
me at all, I am sad to say.”

“John, what did you mean by under the
circumstances?” Jim inquired, flushing a little at the
Pastor’s emphasis, and sensing here a change in tone from
his original icy civility to one that was almost, but not
quite, threatening.

“If my understanding of Mr Brant is correct, you
exhibited a degree of familiarity with his daughter that
was, to say the least, questionable, on the part of a minister
of religion with one of his flock—”

Here it comes, thought Jim, the old obsession about not
touching but they do it all the time, arms linked, rocking
side by side, when they get going on some of their
fundamentalist spiritual binges.  He had noticed the glint
in Brant’s eye when he had touched Elspeth’s shoulder
while she had been crying, and he had known instantly
that his action was likely to return to haunt him.
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“—and one is led to wonder how much other such
contact is made ...  James.”

Jim laughed in an effort to relieve his own tension. 
Prendergast looked horrified.

“John, I think Mr Brant has sold you a bill of goods. 
The girl was upset, in tears, and I put my hand on her
shoulder to reassure her, just as I do with my own
daughters when they are upset.  That’s all.”  He was
appalled that this simple action, involving the one person
with whom it might, under other circumstances, have
meant more than a mere fatherly touch of reassurance,
should assume such disproportionate significance.  If it
was any other of his parishioners, he could handle it with
total detachment.  No one would think twice if he touched
Miss Walling or Mrs Palliser on the shoulder, or even
Miss Coleman, who was about his own age.  But he was
already full of guilt, however unjustified, about Elspeth. 
He tried to cover his confusion.  “Why would anyone pick
on so innocent a thing as that?”

“It may be innocent, or it may not be.  Mr Brant is of
the opinion that it is not,” Prendergast continued
unctuously.  Jim would have liked to conclude the
interview immediately, and was about to do so, when he
realised that he would be providing Prendergast with
ammunition if he did.  He would therefore try to argue this
point a little more, in an effort to defuse it.

“John, have you never put your hand on the shoulder of
someone who is upset, just to let them know that you are
there, and that you care for their feelings and want to
support them?” Jim asked incredulously.  “A simple light
touch is often far more meaningful than all the words you
can say.”  He was thinking of the many times he had
comforted bereaved children, widows, and even husbands,
with such a gesture.  Human sympathy was often best
expressed at such times through physical contact, and
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anyone who worked with others at times of emotional
stress just had to know that.  Even the pompous
Prendergast had to know it.

“Oh, James ... ” Prendergast began, with a forced
laugh, “ ... of course I have, on so many occasions.  But I
am always most circumspect about it.  In our profession
one has to ensure that one never compromises oneself. 
Satan is always ready to pounce on every mistake we
make, you know.  But ... ” Here the preacher paused and
looked over the top of his glasses at Jim ... “do I perhaps
detect a little ... er ... excess of sensitivity on this topic ...
James?”

This was pushing Jim too far now, and he began to feel
his indignation rising to the surface.  He did not have to
suffer this kind of interrogation, specifically not from this
stuffed shirt of a Holy Joe with his self-righteous airs.  It
was time to put an end to this discussion.

“John, I think this has gone far enough now.  Miss
Brant has chosen to worship at St Alban’s, and her choice
of a place of worship is just that, her own choice.  She is
a responsible adult, not a child, and she is answerable to
no one but God.  And the relationship between my
parishioners and me is strictly the concern of each of them
individually, too.  However I will assure you that I have
nothing to be ashamed of in my dealings with any of them,
including Miss Brant, and that is the end of it.”  Jim stood
up, hoping that this firmness which in truth was far from
what he himself felt, would persuade Prendergast that he
was getting nowhere.

Prendergast looked at Jim as he rose too.  “Very well
... James.  So be it.  Mr Brant is very disturbed, however,
and may not be satisfied with this resolution of his family
concerns.  He has spoken of consulting a lawyer.  For your
sake I hope he will not do so.  Good morning, and may
God’s blessing be upon you.”  He left the room.
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“And may God’s blessing be upon you too, John,” said
Jim as he followed Prendergast to the door.  “I hope you
will counsel Mr Brant appropriately, so that he will not
cause any further grief to his daughter.  She is the one who
is hurting the most in this issue.  Goodbye.”

Jim shut the door and went into the kitchen.

“That sounded a bit hot and heavy,” said Kate.  “I was
going to bring you a cup of tea, but at that point the
discussion seemed to get louder, so I thought better of it. 
If you’d wanted tea, you’d have asked for it anyway.”

“It’s incredible,” said Jim, recounting the conversation
for Kate.  “I wouldn’t expect a normal sane person to take
any of it seriously, but he did.  I can’t believe it.”  Kate
was relieved that Jim seemed to be defining this issue the
way she had hoped he would, but despite his bravado Jim
was not as convinced as he appeared to be.  And, only too
aware of his own lack of confidence, Jim decided he
would discuss the whole issue with Bishop Eric as soon as
an opportunity arose.

�      �      �      �      �

AFEW DAYS LATER Elspeth called in at the Rectory. 
Kate answered the door and took her to the study

where Jim was working.

“Elspeth, it’s good to see you, come in, sit down,” said
Jim, able to respond fairly naturally since he was on his
own ground, and his wife was also present.

“I’ll leave you to talk,” said Kate, quietly backing out
of the door as she always did when people came to see
Jim.
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“No, please stay, Kate,” said Elspeth.  “I’d like you to
hear what I have to say, too.  You’re both my friends, and
I have nothing to hide from either of you.”

Kate looked at Jim, who nodded.  She sat down.

“I wanted to talk about Dad,” Elspeth began.  “I never
felt so bad in my life as I did that other night.  If he was a
drinking man, I would have said he’d been right into it, but
he never touches a drop.”  She paused.  “Maybe that’s the
trouble.”  Her voice trembled as she spoke, and her eyes
turned just a little watery.

“Elspeth, don’t worry yourself about it,” said Jim.  “He
was upset, like he was when you first started coming to
St Alban’s a few years ago.  It’s nothing.  I understand
how he is feeling, and I would be upset if this was
happening to one of my daughters, too.”

“I can’t help worrying about it, though,” she continued. 
“He’s not really a bad man, my Dad, but he’s ... sort of ...
blinkered ... when it comes to matters of the church ...”

“Of course he isn’t a bad man, Elspeth.  We know he’s
just mistaken, and we have to see if we can find a way to
get through to him.  Isn’t that what Jesus would do?”

Elspeth nodded.  Kate looked at Jim as she always did
when he said something like that.  Elspeth didn’t notice.

Jim was reminded of the Elspeth he first knew, twenty
years old, as pretty then as now.  She had gained a lot of
confidence over the past two or three years, but today it
seemed to have deserted her.  She was once again the
hesitant young girl who had decided on the difficult step
of breaking away from the church in which she had been
raised.  He saw much of Meg in her, too, and he thanked
God that his own daughter would not have to make any
decisions like Elspeth was compelled to make now.  If
Meg chose to worship at another church, he would be sad
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about it, but he wouldn’t try to stop her or criticise her for
it.

“... My Dad was raised very strictly in working class
England, you know, and I guess it was different, people
didn’t change churches back then,” Elspeth said.  “But it
wasn’t only his fault.  Some of it was caused by Pastor
Prendergast.  He came over the next day, and was there a
long time.  I didn’t hear all of the conversation, but I know
some of what he said was quite inflammatory.  Did he
come to see you?  He said he was going to.”

“Yes, he came, the next morning, and we had quite a
discussion, although it went nowhere.  I know your
father’s not a bad man, Elspeth, you don’t need to tell me. 
And I’m sure that what he’s doing is with the best of
motives.  I wouldn’t question that either,” Jim answered. 
“And the Pastor is only doing what he thinks is right, too,
even though we might not agree with him.”  Here, Jim was
tempted to say what he really felt about Prendergast, but
he stopped himself in time.  As much as he believed the
Pastor was out of line, he would not compromise his own
position on the confidentiality issue with Elspeth any more
than he had done with Prendergast.

“Jim, and Kate,” Elspeth went on hesitantly, “I want
you both to hear this, though.  I was upset by what
happened, and it’s made me think a lot since.  In the
interest of keeping this whole thing under some control, I
managed to persuade Dad to drop the idea of legal action,
even though I am sure he would have got nowhere with it
anyway.  But in return I said I would think over about
being ordained.  I’m no longer sure whether it’s right for
me anyway, to be thinking about ordination, and I’m
worried about the effect all of this might have on your
ministry, Jim.  Things are so good here at St Alban’s, and
I don’t want to be the cause of spoiling it all.  So perhaps
I should back off a little, after what’s happened.”  That
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had been difficult for her to say, but after a pause she went
on.  “I’m not even sure whether I’m right to say that much,
but I had to get it off my mind, and now I have.  Maybe in
a few weeks I’ll see things more clearly.”

Here Kate, who had not spoken thus far, broke in.

“I see no problem with that, Elspeth.  In fact, I think
you’re being very wise.  If you have doubts, now is the
time to air them, not after you have committed yourself to
ordination.  But I don’t think you should worry about your
affecting Jim’s ministry.  What’s happening is not your
fault.”  Kate glanced at Jim.  “But you’re thinking about
entering one of the most difficult professions there is,
perhaps the most difficult of all, and you need to be sure. 
I’ve seen enough of the issues Jim has faced in his career
as a priest to know that it isn’t easy.  And I’ve also seen a
few clergy who never should have been ordained.”

Now Jim picked up the theme.

“That’s right, Elspeth.  There are some very trying
times.  I’ve been through a few, heaven knows.”  His eyes
met Kate’s.  “It’s only people like Pastor John who seem
to have no qualms, no uncertainty, and I’m not sure
whether they aren’t missing a lot of the point.  Even Jesus
himself had his moments of doubt and difficulty, right up
to Calvary.”

Elspeth looked relieved.  She smiled, almost
imperceptibly, a Mona Lisa smile, and there was even a
suggestion that some of the old twinkle might be returning.

“Thank you, both of you, for being so understanding,”
she said.  “It’ll be a lot easier living in the house with
Mom and Dad, especially Dad, if he has the idea that
maybe I’m rethinking things.  I don’t have much longer
before I finish my degree now anyway.  But I’m not
leaving St Alban’s.  I know now after three years that the
kind of Christianity I need is there, and not at Pastor
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John’s Assembly.  I couldn’t stand the narrow, restrictive
kind of life the Assembly people lead, particularly not now
I’ve seen what it’s doing to Dad.  And I’ll still continue as
relief organist, unless you don’t want me.  I’d miss that too
much.”

“Not want you, Elspeth?” said Jim.  “Of course we
want you.  If you leave, the quality of our music goes
down with a bump, especially in summer, when Bert
Emerson takes his golf vacation!”

The conversation returned to more mundane topics, but
after Elspeth left Jim was unusually quiet.

“Kate, what have I done now?” he asked.  “It’s my fault
that she’s changed her mind, isn’t it?”

“Jim, she hasn’t changed her mind.  She’s just trying to
cool things down a bit, because for one thing she’s scared
of what a lawsuit might cause, and also she’s reacting to
what happened the other night.  She’s a smart girl, and she
doesn’t want anyone to get hurt anymore.  She’s simply
put things on hold for a while,” Kate argued, sensing the
need to justify Elspeth’s words to Jim, although she also
believed that the girl was right.  “It isn’t your fault, any
more than it’s hers, and if she does eventually decide not
to be ordained, then that would be right too, because
obviously it would mean she wasn’t ready for it.  You
know it’s no good if she isn’t totally convinced, and I
think this is the time for her to express her doubts, not in
five or ten years.”

Jim’s own doubts now came even closer to the surface.

“Yes, that’s true,” he admitted.  “But if someone else
had been in this parish, it would have been a lot different. 
If old Herb Jones was still here, this wouldn’t have
happened,” said Jim, reproaching himself.  Jones was the
previous Rector, who had served in the parish for twenty-
five years and was now retired.
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“Look, Jim, if Herb Jones was here, I doubt whether
much of anything would have happened, good or bad.  He
was a decent old fellow, but he didn’t have much idea
about anything.  If he was still here, I doubt whether
Elspeth, or half of the people who are currently doing
things in this parish, would be doing much at all.  Think
about it, Jim.  There wasn’t much being done when Herb
was here, was there?”  Jim had to agree there was not.  “So
stop blaming yourself for something you didn’t cause. 
And Elspeth’s doubts are not about her faith, but about
whether she can go it alone, without her family.  She’ll be
back to normal in a little while, you’ll see.  She just needs
some time to sort things out.”

“I hope you’re right.  Meanwhile, I must have a talk to
Eric.”  That was Eric White, Bishop of the diocese.

“Yes, I think you should.  If it will help you to feel
happier, then do it,” said Kate.

�      �      �      �      �

SHORTLY AFTER EASTER there was the clergy retreat at
the Diocesan Centre.  This would be Jim’s opportunity

to have the consultation he wanted with Bishop White.  It
was always hard to catch the Bishop, but he managed to
corner him one evening after supper during the free time
that was set aside for informal gatherings.  They sat in the
Bishop’s private office in comfortable chairs.

“You said you had something on your mind, Jim, that
you wanted to discuss, and I know you’re not one to be
melodramatic.  There should be half an hour now, I think,”
began the Bishop.

“Thanks, Eric,” said Jim.  “This isn’t an easy topic to
begin, though.  I don’t know where to start ... ”
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“Well, how about the beginning?” suggested Eric.  He
had faced this situation many times before, and usually he
knew what was coming when a priest began like that. 
These days the clergy were subject to marital strain as
much as any other segment of society.  But if that’s what
it was, he was a little surprised.  He knew Jim and Kate
quite well after eight years as their diocesan, and if there
was one solid marriage in his jurisdiction, he thought, this
was it.

“Eric ... ” Jim hesitated.  “Eric, in your opinion, do I
have a good ministry? ... I mean, am I doing a reasonable
job at St Alban’s?”

There was a long silence while the Bishop searched for
a satisfactory preliminary reply.  He had to be careful,
because obviously something had precipitated this concern
of Jim’s, and he wanted to be certain that his answer was
the appropriate one for the occasion.  Jim was not the kind
of man to ask such a question lightly, and he was certainly
not fishing for compliments.

“That, Jim, is one of the hardest questions a diocesan
has to answer, and there is no easy way of knowing.  I’m
sure you are aware of that.”  At least I know now that it
isn’t the marriage thing, anyway, he thought.  “But what
causes you to ask that, Jim?”

“It’s not easy to explain,” Jim went on uncertainly, “but
I’ve been feeling ... sort of ... dishonest in some areas of
my work, as if I don’t really have the credibility to be
doing what I’m supposed to be doing ... ” 

Ah, the other common problem, the crisis of faith, the
Bishop was thinking as Jim continued.

“... I’m wondering if I really have the right to be
standing up in front of those people every week and telling
them about a faith that I am finding it very difficult to live
by at the moment myself.”  Jim explained.  “Not that I’m
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questioning the doctrines — I’ve always been able to
accept those.  It’s more that I’m questioning my own
suitability for the job.”

“You mean, you’re wondering, in effect, if you’re good
enough to be priest to some of those people whose own
faith could put yours to shame any day of the week,
especially Sundays?” asked the Bishop.  “That’s not
unusual, Jim, although sometimes it’s hard to resolve.  But
usually it’s raised by the laity, not by a priest.”  He had
been dealing with a case like that for the past few months,
and he was still getting calls and letters from members of
the parish concerned.

“Well, yes, something like that, but not really that
simple.”  This was proving to be very difficult for Jim to
explain.

In his many years as bishop, Eric had encountered most
of the problems the parish clergy could bring up, and
probably a good few others too, but they did not seem to
be getting very close to what was bothering Jim
Collingwood.  It wasn’t his wife, it wasn’t his faith, he
didn’t have his hand in the coffers, there was no question
of any immoral behaviour or he, Eric, would have heard of
that by now unless it was so recent that nobody had time
to inform him, in which case it was highly unlikely that
Jim would himself have come forward voluntarily with it
at so early a date.  Generally, anyone in that sort of trouble
waited until it began to catch up with him, which was
usually quite some time.  No, he really had no idea what it
could be.

“Oh, I’d better put it straight on the line to you, Eric. 
There’s a young woman —”

It can’t be that, thought the Bishop, it wasn’t a
marriage issue, he said not, and those two would be the
last I’d expect.
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“— in the choir, her name’s Elspeth Brant.  I think
you’ve met her: she’s in her twenties and considering
ordination.  She’s very attractive, and I’m finding myself
preoccupied with her during worship, especially when
she’s singing a solo, or something special like that, and my
attention is being distracted.  Then I feel uncomfortable
and I can’t talk to her as I should be able to as her priest. 
I find myself avoiding her, especially if something
happens to put the two of us together, like if she comes
into church to practice on the organ when I’m there.  That
happens quite frequently.  She’s studying music at the
university, and she often practices on our organ.  But I
have to leave when she comes in.  And the other night I
was over at her home fixing up about the Sunday music
with her — she’s the relief organist — when her father,
who belongs to the Assembly of Christ, started an
argument.  He made some rather unpleasant accusations,
upsetting the girl.  It was a very nasty situation to be in,
and one I haven’t encountered before.  The upshot of it
was that she left, with me, although she went back home
later that same evening.  

A day or two later I was visited by the Assembly
pastor, John Prendergast, who was snooping, and when I
wouldn’t tell him much, he ended up threatening legal
action by Elspeth’s father.  Now I don’t take the legal
action very seriously, and I was surprised that he did,
because he’s not a stupid man, but it would be nasty if
such a topic became common gossip.  Finally, to cap it all
off, Elspeth tells me now that she’s not sure whether she
should offer herself for ordination.  Now I don’t really
know what to do.

“That’s the worst thing, but it isn’t all,” he went on. 
“There’s a couple of elderly ladies, in their seventies, who
every year put on such a tremendous effort each, one for
famine relief, and the other for a mission school in the
West Indies where her son is a teacher.  The effort they
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put in, it’s phenomenal.  They put me to shame, every
year.  Then, when I get up in the pulpit preaching I get
these terrible feelings of guilt, questioning my fitness to be
interpreting the Gospel to other people like these, because
so much of the time I feel that I don’t measure up to what
I claim to believe.  I feel like the Pharisees, like a whited
sepulchre.”  He paused.  “There, you have it, straight!”

There was a long silence while the Bishop reflected on
what had been said.  Eric White had behind him many
years of experience in his present job, and in that time he
had accumulated a great deal of wisdom.  Jim, of course,
was no novice, but Eric knew that he was at a time in his
life when routine problems sometimes take on excessive
proportions.  The life of a priest these days was much
harder than it was even a generation ago, and this took its
toll, especially of those in middle life, as Jim was, with all
the responsibilities of a growing family and the pressures
of the middle class existence.  Eric often felt very thankful
that his own family was grown up, and that over the years
he had developed a serenity that enabled him to assist
others through the thin patches.  He missed his wife, who
had succumbed to cancer four years ago.  She had been
invaluable to him for so long, but he had learned now to
cope with being alone, and, by the Grace of God, his work
kept him very thoroughly occupied anyway.

Eric had formed a system of classification which he
found helpful in dealing with the problems his clergy
frequently brought to him.  With a diocese consisting of
about three hundred clergy, he had seen most of the
problems that were likely to arise, and a few unlikely ones
too.  There were the usual ones that faced society in
general, such as financial insolvency, gambling,
alcoholism, marital breakup, and illness.  These were often
tricky, as are any human troubles, but they were quite
commonplace.  Then there were the others, more peculiar
to the clergy, less familiar to society in general, and
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therefore harder to resolve.  Among these were crises of
faith, and several which occurred often enough that Eric
had privately labelled them as ‘the Syndromes’: the Saint
and Martyr Syndrome, fortunately quite rare, in which a
priest thinks himself designated for sainthood and, in
extreme cases, even discovers stigmata about his person;
the Suffering Servant Syndrome, a variant of the previous
one, in which the priest becomes the doormat for
everyone; the Prophet Syndrome, where he thinks he is
called, like Elijah, to upbraid everybody for their
shortcomings and to be the conscience of society; the
Satan Syndrome, in which the priest becomes convinced
that everyone who disagrees even slightly with him is in
league with Satan and proceeds to treat them as such; and
the Celibate Syndrome, usually found among young clergy
who had privately and voluntarily taken vows of celibacy
and then found that they could not live up to them.  Jim’s
problem was none of these, although it had characteristics
of several of them, especially the last, and might for
practical purposes be dealt with under that heading.

The issue of celibacy became a matter of conscience to
some men because the vows they had made were
individual, private, and voluntary, the Anglican Church
not demanding celibacy of its clergy.  It was not a common
problem, nor one that created public difficulties, but it did
cause much heartache and searching of consciences for a
small number of priests.  He had encountered it only twice
before during his episcopacy, and in both instances the
priests had been voluntary celibates.  He had advised them
to pray about their dilemma and make their own decision
as to whether the vows should stand.  After all, those vows
were originally made between them and God, without any
pressure from the Church, and it was only fitting that if
they were to be terminated then the procedure should
simply be reversed.  In one case, the young man had
moved to another diocese away from his temptation, and
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had remained celibate, while the other had ended up
marrying the source of his temptation, and was now very
effectively ministering, with the help and support of his
wife, in one of the most difficult parishes of the diocese.

But Jim’s case was unique, and it involved more
numerous and complex issues than simple cases of the
Celibate Syndrome.  For a start, Jim was not celibate.  You
could tell that he and Kate had a very lively marriage, the
kind of relationship Eric was sure God had intended for all
those who chose it.  And he remembered wistfully his own
happily married days and nights.  But Jim was
experiencing guilt as a result of his pleasure in being
involved in church activities with this young woman. 
Such things could go wrong, but where there is a good
marriage in place, it was unlikely, Eric knew, so he did not
need to counsel Jim to avoid the girl.  He had the feeling
that there was actually nothing any more wrong than could
be resolved by a little wholesome practical theology.  Jim
needed to be reminded that his view of Anglicanism as a
positive form of Christianity, not a prohibitive one, is
sound and valid.  At the same time, though, one has to be
aware of the dangers that may lurk in the shape of
fundamentalists who can often be very effective rabble
rousers, particularly in matters perceived as issues of
morality, especially when there is a sexual undercurrent. 
Eric did not want to counsel Jim to be incautious.  After
all, he was an excellent priest, and such people are
certainly no more plentiful today than they have ever been.

After a long pause the Bishop spoke, slowly,
deliberately.

“Jim, I think I can see now where you’re coming from,
and I can understand that for you this would be a major
crisis.  Tell me, you must have discussed it with Kate?”

“Oh, yes, many times.”
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“What has been her reaction, especially over the
question of the young woman Elspeth?”

“None, really.  She simply said that it’s not a matter to
get worked up about.  She doesn’t think it says anything
negative about my ministry.  She knows I’ve always had
an eye for a pretty girl, and I’ve known it too.  The point
is, though, it’s only the last year or two that it has seemed
to be a problem.  I never felt like this before.  But Kate
even thinks in some ways it may be a good sign.  She
thinks it’s a good thing for any Christian to feel that he’s
not pulling his weight, and then maybe he’ll try harder.”

“Yes, I think she could be right.  Your wife is a very
wise lady, Jim.  And also, knowing you, I would say that
none of us has anything to worry about.  Regarding
Elspeth, I do recall her, by the way, when I was there for
the confirmation a few weeks ago, and as you say, she is
very attractive.  But I don’t think that should be a worry. 
And if she chooses against ordination because of this
incident with her father, then it’s almost certainly for the
better anyway.  It means she isn’t ready.  You certainly
haven’t driven her away, or anything like that.  Obviously,
the one who has mainly to resolve this is you, because you
have to live with the discomfort you are generating for
yourself.  If you can feel right about it at a personal level,
then I don’t see too much of a problem.  But don’t allow
it to become an obsession.

“I wish I could give you a way out, Jim, but there isn’t
one, other than what you can make for yourself through
thought and prayer, and I know you have been doing both
those things.  What you have experienced is, I think,
perhaps one of the deeper issues of conscience that a priest
has to face.  Parishioners, I fear, still often expect us to be
more than human, and we ourselves know that we are no
more, no less human than they are.  And that is a factor
which is sometimes overlooked by those of other
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denominations, especially some of our more
fundamentalist brethren.  It’s too bad that there have been
people like Jim Bakker and others, both lay and clergy,
whose bad behaviour rubs off on everybody.”

“That’s pretty much what Kate said, too,” Jim
intervened.

“She’s right, Jim, I feel sure.  I can only tell you that I
have every confidence in you, and I feel that your concern
about this is perhaps the best indication there can be that
you do in fact have a very fine ministry in St Alban’s
Parish.  In answer to your original question today, that’s
what I would say.  I think the parishioners of St Alban’s
are very fortunate to have so conscientious a priest.”

“So I go on living as I am, and try to resolve it within
myself, then?”

“I think so, Jim.  After all, you have nothing to hide. 
It’s just your own internal guilt coming out, the result of
centuries of the Church’s denial of the physical world and
our needs within it.  It’s really the old classical dichotomy
of body and spirit.  Some of us find it much more on our
doorstep than others.  It’s unfortunate that the Assembly
of Christ pastor decided to get involved too.  But don’t let
yourself get spooked by what people might think.  You
know you have nothing to hide, and so does Kate.  That’s
what is important.  The truth will make you free.  Our
society has some very strange hangups, though, when it
comes to sex.  Those hangups alone are often in
themselves a form of hypocrisy, I feel, because they
originate in our unwillingness as a society to come to grips
with our own sexuality, which is a part of God’s creation
too.  Sometimes I think the Jews have the best answer.” 
At this Jim smiled to himself, thinking about his old
mentor Rabbi Moshe.

-45-



God’s Fool

“What bothers me the most, though,” Jim added, “is the
fact that it’s really only the last few years that I have been
feeling this way.  Society has had these hangups much
longer than that.”

“How old are you, Jim?  Forty-five?”

“Forty-six, a couple of months ago.”

“I think many of us become much more sensitised to
some things as we age, Jim.  You are perhaps much more
aware of your shortcomings as you see them now than you
were a few years ago.  But that doesn’t mean that they
didn’t exist back then.  It simply means that either you
didn’t notice them, or they didn’t seem important enough
to matter.  Perhaps now, with middle age coming on you,
you’re slowing down a bit, and you’re being forced to
realise that you can’t do as much as once you could, and
that’s normal.  Your two elderly ladies who seem to have
so much energy to spare just make you feel even more
inadequate.  But remember that they don’t have the burden
of a parish to run.  Such responsibilities take their toll, you
know.”  Here, he paused a moment.

“In the meantime, it sounds to me as if that girl,
Elspeth, is a great asset to St Alban’s.  You have better
congregations than you’ve ever had before, you have a
good number of young people like Elspeth in your
congregation.  You have a thriving Sunday School, which
many parishes don’t, and more kids coming up for
confirmation.  The parish is alive, vibrant.  Everything
looks improved, and I believe it’s the result of what’s
being done in the parish.  You, and that girl with her
music, and everybody else, must be doing exactly what’s
needed, so continue as you have been all along.  I honestly
can’t see anything wrong with enjoying the beauty of a
pretty girl when you encounter one.  And it makes no
difference whether the beauty is in her personality, her
voice, her face, her figure, or all four.  Each one is a good
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thing in its own way.  Don’t forget, she has her ministry
too, and perhaps her beauty is part of that.  God put beauty
into the world for us to enjoy, and it takes a variety of
different forms.  It’s one of his many gifts, and as such we
should benefit from it, guarding against its misuse exactly
as we should any of his other gifts.  Would you feel guilty
about enjoying the beauty of a glorious sunset, or the
performance of a great athlete, or the blooming of a
perfect rose?”

“No, I guess not,” said Jim after some thought. 
“You’re right.  You’ve helped me straighten out some of
my thoughts, I think, and I thank you for that, Eric.”

“Well, go out and continue the good work, Jim.  I wish
I had more priests who would search their souls as
conscientiously as you do.  God only asks of us what he
knows we can give, and he knows he can trust you with his
most beautiful creations.”  Here Eric paused for a moment
before adding, “Remember what St Paul said, The
foolishness of God is wiser than men”.

Jim had never heard Eric express such thoughts before,
although he was not surprised.  He was quite astonished at
the depth of the man’s perspicacity and the practical
strength of his theology.  That, he found himself thinking,
is one of the major strengths of today’s Anglicanism.  He
returned home a good bit more cheerful than he had been
for some time, although he still held on to some of his
misgivings, and would do for a while yet.

�      �      �      �      �

THAT  EVENING he had a long talk with Kate.  “I told
you Eric would agree with me,” she said, relieved that

he had.  She had been a little afraid that the Bishop would
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see things more the way Jim had been seeing them, and
that his response might be to suggest some form of
professional counselling.  If that had been the case, she
would have had something to say, and pretty soon too. 
“As I told you, he thinks you’re over-reacting to things,
expecting more of yourself than anyone else expects,
perhaps even God.  You’re a good man, Jim, you know
that, and I know it, Eric knows it, and I’m sure the parish
knows it too.  You can’t go blaming yourself for every
thought you have that isn’t the thought of a saint.”

“Eric suggested that perhaps it’s the result of being
older than I’ve ever been before.  Maybe you and he are
both right!” Jim agreed.  “He gave me a good theology
lesson, too.  He suggested that Elspeth’s looks may be a
part of her ministry.  I’m not quite sure about that, but it’s
an interesting idea.”

“Maybe so,” said Kate.  “St Paul said that we all have
our own peculiar ministry, and you’ve often said the same
thing.  I must admit, though, I’ve never thought of female
beauty as being quite that.  But maybe there’s more to the
Miss Universe pageant than we give it credit for!”

They both laughed.  But suddenly it struck Jim that it
was wonderful to be able to laugh at something like that. 
So many people who called themselves Christians were
unable to joke about it at all.  To make people laugh in
church was often considered the next thing to blasphemy,
even though humour has always been one of the most
potent methods of making a point.  He wondered if Jesus
had ever cracked jokes.  If so, the Gospels didn’t tell us. 
But Kate often had that fresh way of looking at things: her
own way.  That was one of the many reasons he was
always glad he had married her.

“The foolishness of God is wiser than men,” quoted
Jim, still laughing as he remembered Eric’s closing
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remarks to him.  “Perhaps that’s what I am to be, God’s
Fool?”

“What else could you be?” asked Kate, relieved that his
talk with the Bishop had enabled Jim to see some of the
humour in his situation.  “Perhaps that’s more true than
you think.”

Jim spent much of the next few days reflecting on his
exchange with Eric, with the result that for the Sunday
following he prepared a sermon on the topic of God’s
Fool.  It necessitated straying from the appointed
lectionary for the week, but he felt it was important
enough, and also that God was speaking through this
incident too.  He was intrigued by the idea, and he took
Paul’s text that Eric had quoted.  Then, as he revolved the
idea in his mind, he applied it to his own situation and in
so doing made it apply to almost anyone else who heard
his words.  Perhaps that, he thought, was the truth behind
the notion of ‘speaking in tongues’, a concept that had
always been troublesome to him.  On Saturday night, as he
locked up the church and walked across the lawn towards
the Rectory for supper, he had a spring in his step for the
first time in a long while.

Supper was ready as usual, and this time Meg was
already home.  She was setting an extra place at the table. 
She introduced him to a tallish, blond boy of about
nineteen or twenty.

“Dad, this is Robin Cullen.  He’s visiting his
grandparents again.  You wanted to meet him, so here he
is, and he’s staying for supper.”

Robin and Jim shook hands, and chatted while Meg
helped her mother finish preparing supper.  The meal, and
the remaining Saturday evening, passed pleasantly.  Robin
impressed Jim as a decent young fellow, and he was able
to maintain a good conversation without seeming
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precocious, too.  Meg obviously had some of her mother’s
talent for judging people.  In Robin’s company they
enjoyed a good family evening, and Jim went to bed
feeling contented.

Sunday morning, Pentecost, dawned bright and sunny,
and by the time everyone was on the way to church at ten
o’clock the warmth of spring was in the air. 
Appropriately, in the stained glass window above the altar
the Resurrection scene was illuminated as brilliantly as
Jim could ever remember seeing it.  As they processed by
the organ, there was Elspeth, her competent fingers
controlling the sound, looking as magnificent and radiant
as he had ever seen her.  As he watched her fingers, he
was struck by the confidence she showed at the keyboard. 
It was as if she had recovered from the emotional
blackmail of her father, and was firmly stating that she
was in charge of her own life and would worship where
she pleased.  Jim was amazed at how the change in his
own frame of mind could so effectively make a difference.

The Gradual hymn was that wonderful medieval
celebration of Pentecost, Come, Holy Ghost, our souls
inspire.  As Jim walked over to the pulpit, passing close by
Elspeth, she looked up from her music and caught his eye. 
He was not quite certain, but he thought he might have
detected some of the old habitual twinkle.  He climbed the
steps to the pulpit, opened his notes, and waited for the
hymn to finish.

“May the words of my mouth, and the thoughts ...” he
began, and then turned towards the congregation and
launched into the ideas that had been taking shape in his
mind ever since the discussion with Eric last week.  He
had placed his watch on the pulpit desk, and noted the
time.  He would follow a rule he had used years ago, the
advice of an old priest he had known in his student days:
‘Watch your congregation, and if, in five minutes, you
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haven’t struck oil, stop boring.’ The old man was right,
too, because few things will decimate a congregation
quicker than a preacher who doesn’t know when to stop. 
But after five minutes he knew he had their attention.  The
foolishness of God is wiser than men.  Suddenly he knew
that the whole problem of the past few months was
summed up right there, and those words of St Paul took on
a clarity like never before.  He knew precisely what he was
required to say, as Peter and the others must have known
when they spoke in Jerusalem on that Day of Pentecost. 
Jim limited himself to fifteen minutes, and then wound up
with the idea that he felt God most wanted him to pass
along: 

“Not a single one of us is without a contribution to
make to God’s world, be we young or old, great or small,
ugly or beautiful.”  Here Jim paused momentarily and
looked down at Kate, who was smiling up at him.  He
continued. 

 “Our ministry is to be ourselves, for what we are is
what God has made us.  It is myself, as I really am, not
what I think I might be, that God is calling.  I am not a
saint, nor am I a hopeless sinner.  I am not the Suffering
Servant of Isaiah, nor am I the Prophet Elijah.  I am not the
man down the street, nor the millionaire in his mansion. 
I am no more, and no less, than myself, as God made me,
to be his man.  So, if I am a wise man, I will be God’s wise
man, and if I am a fool, then, thankfully, I will be God’s
Fool!”

As Jim stepped down from the pulpit the entire
building was in silence; his words had penetrated the
consciousness of all present.  He walked towards the
Sanctuary, faced the congregation, and invited them to
stand and recite the Creed.  Satisfyingly, the voices
blended in unison.  Then it was time for the exchange of
the Peace.  Usually Jim greeted the choir members nearest
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to him, and a few of the congregation.  Today, he went
right along the two front rows of the choir, shaking hands
and repeating the message to each one, reaching Elspeth at
the organ last.  He took her hand in his, spoke the words of
peace, and looked her straight in the eye.  Such wonderful
eyes, they had to be the work of God.  They twinkled right
back at him.  He got a similar response when he
administered the Communion.

As usual after the Dismissal Jim met his congregation
at the door when they left.  Several people commented on
the sermon as they said good morning to him.  Some
uncritical ones always liked his sermons anyway, no
matter what he said, but today there seemed to be more
positive comments than usual.

The organ continued to play, and it was Elspeth at her
best.  For several minutes she played as the congregation
left, and then she too got up.  She approached Jim, who
held out his hand to her.  No longer did he have that
awkward feeling, and he kept lightly hold of her fingers as
they chatted.  This was something he often did with his
female parishioners, but he had recently avoided it with
Elspeth.  Today, however, things were different and better.

“Reverend Collingwood,” — she always used his
formal title when addressing him in church — “I really
enjoyed today’s service,” she said, her eyes twinkling.  “It
really spoke to me!”

“I’m glad, Elspeth.  We all enjoyed your music, too.”

“Well, thank you, sir.  But I think you have helped me
come to a decision today.  As you know, I’ve been worried
about whether I should offer myself for ordination,
particularly since the disagreement with Dad.  But your
sermon this morning has helped me a little further along
the road to resolving my indecision.  What you said about
our ministry being ourselves, seemed to be what I needed
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to hear.  I was not sure if I had much to offer, after what
my father said, or even if I had any of the right things to
offer, but I know now that I do, because I would be
offering myself, the way God made me.”

“Absolutely right, Elspeth, in my opinion.  That is all
we have to offer, and I believe that’s all God expects from
any of us.  We must be prepared to become God’s Fools,
to do whatever he leads us into.”

“Maybe we could discuss this a little more sometime?”
she asked.

“Certainly, I’d enjoy that,” replied Jim, amazed at
hearing those words coming from his own mouth to this
girl who only a few days ago had seemed to him to
represent the major obstacle to his effective ministry. 
Thank God, though, that he had finally seen the truth.

After Sunday dinner he and Kate sat on the Rectory
porch in the sun as they often did.

“I saw you having a little chat with Elspeth this
morning,” said Kate.

“Yes, and you wouldn’t believe what she said.”

“I might.  Try me.”

“Well, she’s been giving a lot of thought to whether
ordination is right for her or not, after what happened with
her father.  But she told me my sermon has helped her
resolve some of her problems.  She’s decided that she
should offer herself after all.”

“I guessed as much.  But I don’t think she was the only
one who was helped by that sermon, Jim.  Perhaps there
are more who have those doubts than you would believe,”
suggested Kate.  “I overheard a few comments this
morning that you really had given many people in the
congregation something to think about.  And I think that’s
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what we need, to be made a little bit uncomfortable from
time to time.  I think that’s what you did today, dear.” 
Momentarily, she paused.  “Anyway, you seem to have
recovered well from your uncertainties, haven’t you?”

“I think so, pretty much,” he agreed.  “In any case, I
understand my own situation much better now.  Even
when I first got up there in the pulpit this morning, I
wasn’t completely sure, but then that text of St Paul was
brought to the front of my mind, and became powerful and
meaningful to me.  Eric reminded me of it when I chatted
with him just after Easter.  Suddenly what I should say,
what God wanted me to say, was made very clear to me,
and the words flowed.  I knew exactly what God expected
of me.  And now I am certain that I have to pass on to
people what seems to me to be right, deep down inside me. 
Like St Paul himself, I have to be God’s Fool.”

THE END
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